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This dissertation focuses on the study of a pyramidal mound housing multiple
construction phases spanning the Late Preclassic Period (ca. 400 BCE – 250 CE) at the ancient
Maya site of El Achiotal, in northwestern Guatemala. The foundation for my arguments relies
principally on the documentation and analysis of archaeological materials and iconographic
programs, primarily associated with two construction phases in the sequence, Structure 5C-01sub 4 and –sub 2. The theoretical frame of reference I employ is that of early states, emphasizing
archaeological variables used to study the processes and structure of complexity and the
institutions forming the Late Preclassic Maya state. I contextualize my research at El Achiotal in
the regional setting of the Late Preclassic Period political geography and argue that it functioned
as a frontier center between the Central Karstic Uplands and the wetland and riverine system to
the west.
My results indicate that El Achiotal was settled during the transition from the Middle to
Late Preclassic Periods. It subsequently grew into a small ceremonial center with monumental
architecture that was decorated with murals and modeled stucco in local styles but conceptually
following regional trends. I argue that Structure 5C-01-sub 4 was a bundle house symbolizing
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kingship and the political economy. The integration of a symbolic vocabulary embedded with
themes of kingship, mythology, forces of life, power, wealth, ancestry, and currency suggest
multiple meanings. Depending on the scale of analysis, the murals represent bundles, open
bundles, and altogether bundle the building.
Following El Achiotal’s heyday in the Late Preclassic Period, architectural and
iconographic evidence indicate the center responded to systemic problems, namely the demise of
El Mirador as a dominant power. In the late 2nd century CE, monumentality increased and
iconographic displays changed stylistically to become mainstream and can be compared with
examples from other contemporaneous sites. I interpret these changes as an attempt by the
ruler(s) at El Achiotal to reassert their status with regard to centers in the core area of the Central
Karstic Uplands.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

Over the past few decades, there has been an increase in the archaeological dataset
pertaining to Preclassic Period Lowland Maya settlements. It has become clear that the
Preclassic Period was not a simple precursor to the Classic Period in the evolutionary sense, but
that the establishment of socio-political institutions and growth in complexity actually dates back
to the Middle Preclassic Period (800 – 400 B.C.E.) in that region. In tandem with the recent
developments, therefore, it is also necessary to re-evaluate the models used for explaining
Preclassic socio-political organization, at the site and regional levels. Of particular interest is the
organization and structure of the political geography: how sites interacted with one another
according to their position on the landscape; the role of frontier sites in relation to core centers;
and, for instance, how the distribution of knowledge, esoteric and practical, across the landscape
indexed site hierarchy. It is significant to pay attention to variability in site planning, size,
material culture, and material symbols across the landscape, as site location in combination with
specific characteristics might dictate function, indicate a center’s regional role, and perhaps
hierarchy in the system. It is within this approach to the political geography that I contextualize
my findings at El Achiotal, and to explain why or how such a small site that is situated in what
seems to be an inconspicuous and undesirable location would be making such strong statements
regarding their power and knowledge, as expressed in art and architecture.
From the onset, I recognized particular features that made El Achiotal stand out as an
interesting Preclassic site to investigate. The small ceremonial center was located in a relatively
unusual place, sitting atop an elongated ridge in the wetland system of northwestern Petén,

1

Guatemala, a region previously thought to contain few if any sites due to the inhospitable nature
of the environmental conditions. We knew there were some Classic Period sites in the area, such
as La Corona or the famous site Q, as well as other less well-known centers. Further, as a
Preclassic Period ceremonial center its reduced size seemed unusual, it did not contain a visible
E-Group, and the general layout of the settlement did not follow the traditional east-west
convention of other contemporary sites. Moreover, the mural paintings exposed by looters
revealed an iconographic style that to this day still remains unique. I emphasize style because as
my research demonstrates, the symbolic vocabulary and conceptual themes are not altogether
unusual for the Late Preclassic Period.
Throughout the history of archaeological investigations in Mesoamerica, no one has yet
identified a bundle house in the record that dates to the Preclassic Period (1200 B.C.E. – 250
C.E.). Bundles are known from iconographic references in a variety of contexts, from the
Preclassic through the Postclassic Periods (1000-1524 C.E.) (Guernsey and Reilly 2006; Vela
2010). Elaborate vases from the Classic Period and images in Postclassic codices depict a
variety of scenes involving bundles and bundle houses. Scholars discuss bundles in relation to
ancestry and burials (McAnany 2010), containing ritual paraphernalia for sacrifice and kingship
ceremonies (Ayala 2010), or containing materials such as currency and tribute (Stuart 2006).
While my evidence consists mainly of iconographic representations found on the exterior walls
of a building, in this dissertation I present strong iconographic support identifying the first
bundle house in the Preclassic Period record. I argue that the bundle house at El Achiotal served
as a principle ritual and ceremonial locus for the celebration of kingship and the political
economy during the Late Preclassic Period Maya state.
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In this dissertation, I present the results of my investigations carried out over a period of
three field seasons from 2009 to 2011. My excavations and analysis of looters’ trenches revealed
that Structure 5C-01 at El Achiotal houses a very long sequence of buildings, several of which
were decorated with elaborate iconographic programs painted on the walls and modeled into
masks. Although I investigated as many of the construction phases as possible, my efforts were
primarily concentrated on understanding Structure 5C-01-sub 4 in the sequence, as I was
interested in studying the content of the murals with the goal of discerning the function and
meaning of that building.
Based on my findings, I propose that El Achiotal was a Late Preclassic Period frontier
center vis-à-vis core sites in the Central Karstic Uplands, dominated by the large city of El
Mirador. El Achiotal’s location in an ecotone between the uplands and the wetlands was
strategic for the transition from rainy season water routes through flooded low country to dry
trails, on an interregional interaction network between the El Mirador state core and regions to
the west. Based on iconographic evidence, I argue that Structure 5C-01-sub 4 was a bundle
house symbolizing and celebrating both the political ideology and the institution of kingship, as
well as the commerce-based economy during the Late Preclassic Period Maya state. I
contextualize the site’s role within the broader political geography of the southern Maya
Lowlands by incorporating the notion of differentiated access to knowledge as a variable for
understanding inter-site relationships and interregional interaction (see Rathje 1971; Wright and
Johnson 1975). I use this notion to argue for differentiated hierarchy at sites not based on size,
monumentality or proximity to a core center, but in relation to the role or function of the site and
what it could contribute to the state.
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To substantiate my arguments, I structured the dissertation as follows: Chapter 2 provides
an overview of how early states have been conceptualized with emphasis towards its application
in Mesoamerica, in particular the Maya region. Drawing briefly on disciplinary trends over the
years, I highlight some of the problems with rigid definitions and categorizations (Smith 2003;
Yoffee 2005) that are useful for universal comparisons, but that mask local variability. I review
the concept of core-periphery for understanding the political implications of early states and add
the concept of frontier sites to the discussion of settlement organization. William Rathje (1971,
2002) proposed the idea of “buffer zones,” or areas that were bordering a region and where
interactions occurred to acquire non-local items from outside the core. Following a similar line
of thought, the notion of a frontier site does not necessarily imply being at the edge of a
politically, culturally, and socially-coherent area, but can in fact be in geographic proximity to
what we call core centers. The idea of an “internal frontier,” as proposed by David A. Freidel
(personal communication 2013) is based on geographic features and characteristics that are
otherwise overlooked as being significant variables affecting inter-site relationships in state
dynamics. In this particular case, the frontier is defined as an ecotone between the Central
Karstic Uplands and the wetland system to its west. In tandem with this idea, I propose that
important components in the political geography of the Late Preclassic state were seasonal
aquatic routes used to facilitate interregional interaction and the transportation of bulk
commodities with canoes in and out of the Maya core region, drawing on paleoenvironmental
studies and historical documents describing the “canoe people” inhabiting southern Campeche
and parts of Tabasco in Mexico.
In Chapter 3, I describe the geographic and environmental conditions that favor the
frontier site designation and I review paleoenvironmental studies in Petén to support the
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proposition of seasonal canoe transportation. While the northwestern wetlands of Petén continue
to hold substantial amounts of water, particularly in the rainy season, it was necessary to
investigate what the past conditions might have been. Those studies reveal that in the Late
Preclassic Period the Maya Lowlands were much wetter and that they became drier towards the
end of that period. I also provide a general description for the immediate area surrounding El
Achiotal and introduce very briefly the work by my colleague Carlos R. Chiriboga that is
focused on the regional studies of the area. His preliminary results are important for the general
proposition of El Achiotal being on a trade network but are also revealing of the settlement
patterns in the area. Finally, I present some background information on the site, earlier visits,
and I summarize archaeological interventions carried out by other scholars (Cruz 2011; Parris
2011) that help to chronologically contextualize my investigations in Structure 5C-01.
Although my research draws primarily on two datasets, architecture and iconography, I
employed a methodology that incorporates multiple approaches. More importantly, my
investigations at El Achiotal were the first archaeological interventions, prompting me to
establish recording conventions, as described in Chapter 4. It might seem unnecessary to some
scholars to find such a detailed description of the methodology of tunnel excavations;
nevertheless, scientific tunnel excavations (in contrast to looters’ tunnels discussed below) are a
basic and practically ubiquitous method for studying ancient Maya buildings, as they facilitate
reaching contexts deeply buried by architectural overburden and cause little damage to the
overall integrity of the mound. There is no standard procedure for excavating tunnels, as it will
depend on specific contexts and needs (e.g. conditions of architectural fill, the goals of the
investigator, etc.). However, tunnels enable horizontal explorations of buried contexts that
would otherwise be missed by vertical, shaft-like excavations. Additionally, not only do I
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elaborate the method I employed at El Achiotal for tunnel excavations, I find it critical to
describe how tunnels are recorded. While tunnels are excavated throughout the region, I failed
to find proper descriptions of the documentation process in the existing literature. For the most
part, tunnels are documented in a manner similar to traditional excavations by drawing scaled
maps of the profiles depicting the strata and features. In addition to the application of traditional
methods, I collaborated with Carlos R. Chiriboga to digitally record the tunnels using a total
station, and with the help from Evangelia Tsesmeli, I recreated three-dimensional views of
tunnels in relation to the mound. This allows one to appreciate the spatial distribution of tunnels
in relation to each other, to architectural features and to the mound. Visualizing the threedimensionality of the architectural sequence from within a tunnel is challenging, but this method
simplified it. Chapter 4 also outlines the methodological approach to the iconographic study of
the murals and masks, and to the preliminary pottery analysis that provided some chronological
information for the contexts described.
Chapter 5 is dedicated to the description of the excavations in, on and outside of Structure
5C-01. Additionally, I incorporate a detailed account of the looters’ trenches and tunnels, as the
evidence exposed in them was essential for documenting and evaluating the contexts discovered
in my excavations. Unfortunately the looters penetrated the building in key locations, and I
needed to maximize gained information by studying the evidence left behind. While dense and
descriptive, this chapter forms the bulk of my data and is crucial for understanding the sequence,
not only of the building within its own context, but also how that sequence reflects changes in
regional developments and political dynamics. The architectural sequence in Structure 5C-01 is
complicated and traverses several centuries from ca. 400 B.C.E. through 200-300 C.E.
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The iconographic programs discovered during the excavations are described in Chapter 6.
In addition to the formal description of the murals and masks, I provide a comparative review of
each element individually and the elements as assemblages. As I demonstrate, the mural
programs on Structure 5C-01-sub 4 contain multiple layers of meaning and symbolism that relate
to concepts of ideology, religion, ritual, politics, and economics. These layers of meaning are
dependent on various scales of analysis from the smallest unit of the element, to mural
compositions individually and collectively in the context of the building. My iconographic
analysis is the foundation of my interpretations regarding the function and meaning of the
building specifically, and the site more generally within the broader political geography. I also
use the results from my iconographic study to explain changes at El Achiotal as resulting from
region-wide political shifts towards the end of the Late Preclassic Period, correlated with the
demise of El Mirador as a regional power.
Chapter 7 focuses primarily on the description of pottery as additional support for the
chronological placement of the construction activities. Although I did not encounter much, the
ceramics correlate well with the temporal sequence devised using iconographic styles and
themes, and supported by radiocarbon dates. The absolute dates recovered from carbon samples
are not useful for defining precise events, especially because all of the contexts from whence
they came are contemporaneous. Nonetheless, they are useful for establishing a no-earlier-than
date for important changes at El Achiotal.
Finally, I end this dissertation with my conclusions in Chapter 8. I begin my conclusions
with a summarized description of the architectural sequence in Structure 5C-01 that avoids
jargon and that excludes details described in Chapter 5. Bringing together all the lines of
evidence discussed in this dissertation, I substantiate my proposition that El Achiotal was a
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frontier site located on an important route connecting the Central Karstic Uplands with the west
using wetland seasonal routes. I describe how the iconography reveals the importance of the site
in the regional political geography of the Late Preclassic Period and describe the identification of
Structure 5C-01-sub 4 as a bundle house.
The reader may find some redundancy throughout the document, but in order for me to
tie the various themes together, it is a necessary reminder of the general discussion and
proposition, thereby facilitating understanding of the abstract (i.e. iconography) in relation with
the concrete in an effort to contextualize the evidence. The results presented in this dissertation
are preliminary with respect to future research aimed at continuing to conceptualize the
Preclassic Period in the southern Maya Lowlands of Petén, Guatemala.
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CHAPTER 2
EARLY POLITICAL ORGANIZATIONS: THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

2.1. Introduction
Because my research is contextualized chronologically in the Late Preclassic Period (250
B.C.E. – 250 C.E.) when the early Maya civilization adopted and institutionalized state-level
political organization, it is necessary for me to establish a theoretical framework about early
states. I am not claiming nor do I wish to portray El Achiotal as the seat of an early state, as
other contemporaneous centers in the Maya Lowlands meet the expectations and qualifications
of a state with greater probability, like El Mirador. In this chapter, I review current
conceptualizations of the Late Preclassic Maya state in order to contextualize how El Achiotal
operated within a regional political geography. In doing so, I also outline some problems and
weakness with the present models, in light of recent development in the field.
Within the geopolitical setting of the Late Preclassic Period in the Maya Lowlands, El
Achiotal manifested knowledge of a widespread political ideology through its iconographic
expressions on monumental architecture. Interestingly, the inhabitants of El Achiotal were also
well informed on more ancient ideologies that can be dated as far back as the Middle Preclassic
in the Olmec region of the Gulf Coast of Mexico. The unique expressions of religious and
political ideology on the murals at El Achiotal in conjunction with the site’s geographic location,
cast light on the nature and organization of Preclassic political geography.
Archaeological and iconographic evidence support the hypothesis that the institution of
divine kingship developed at El Achiotal at least by the Late Preclassic, if not earlier.
Theoretical models on the emergence and development of socio-political complexity in the Maya
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Lowlands have relied strongly on site size and hierarchy as primary indicators of degrees of
political autonomy, levels of power and control. This viewpoint assumes that the monumentality
and material sophistication at small sites is or should be inferior to similar expressions at large
dominant cities. This approach has primarily relied on the concept of core and periphery applied
to the study of early complex political authority. In this chapter, I wish to bring forth a variation
on the core-periphery model by placing El Achiotal as a frontier site within the political
geography of the Maya Lowlands. Furthermore, I will discuss differentiated access to and
display of knowledge as a variable suitable for interpreting the interaction dynamics among sites
within the political system of the southern Maya Lowlands.
Without a vast corpus of hieroglyphic inscriptions containing titles and describing
historical events during the Classic Period, the nature of Preclassic data available for describing
the political geography during the Preclassic make interpretations more challenging. As a result,
Preclassic scholarship has approached the subject using overarching and universal
anthropological models. As the discipline of anthropology underwent changes in its theoretical
camps throughout the 20th century and continues to evolve, so have the interpretations about how
early complex socio-political and economic organization developed around the world. In
general, having access to portions of the past, archaeologists must rely on models for explaining
the emergence of socio-political institutions that increased complexity. Alongside paradigmatic
changes, however, archaeology has unearthed substantially more evidence for the Preclassic
Period and scholarship on datasets such as iconography has improved, providing new avenues
for understanding the development of early political authority. Further, scholars’ awareness of
the subtle nuances specific to the region and its socio-cultural history and context has grown. In
turn, the application of theoretical models has become increasingly eclectic, undergoing
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modifications, adaptations, and revision to fit specific regional circumstances, yet maintaining
their basic premises for purposes of comparison.
A review of the political ideology and economy of the ancient Maya is necessary in order
to situate El Achiotal within current views of the southern Maya Lowlands’ political landscape.
Using the specific variables relevant to El Achiotal, I take the opportunity in this chapter to also
propose new avenues to the study of complexity and the dynamics of early political authority in
the Maya Lowlands. By revising current views and integrating new ideas, my intention in this
chapter is to broaden our perspective on the political geography of the lowlands in the Preclassic
Period. The new ideas I introduce include a frontier site approach and use of seasonal wetlands
as viable transportation routes. I begin with an overview of the concept of the state as political
organization in early societies, its challenges, and limitations. This is only important in so far as
scholarship has heavily focused on defining when and where early states occurred and how we
recognize them on the ground, and the processes of change that societies undergo from one
developmental stage to another (as a legacy of cultural evolutionary studies). This is a useful
intellectual exercise to further conceptualize the dynamic processes in operation during the
Preclassic Period in the lowland Maya region.

2.2. State Organization in Early Societies: a brief overview
For over a century now, archaeologists have been grappling with understanding the
development of complexity in ancient civilizations. Particularly challenging for archaeologists is
the reliance on the surviving material culture of those societies, which provides an incomplete
picture of the composition of their social, political and economic organization, and processes of
change. Scholarship has also been affected by frequent changes in explanatory models
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influenced by the discipline’s transformation in theoretical views and paradigms over time.
Commensurate with changes in theoretical perspectives has been the growth in field research and
in the bulk of available evidence around the world, leading to where we are now, with a lot more
data and relatively inadequate explanatory models.
A longstanding legacy in anthropological studies is the cultural evolutionary model for
explaining changes in social and political organization. Studies of early political organization
and the transition from one stage of development to another resulted in types or categories
defined as band, tribe, chiefdom, and state (Service 1962). From an evolutionary perspective,
archaeologists had the challenge of identifying and differentiating moments of change, for
instance in between what would be termed a chiefdom, or pre-state organizations, and state
(Wright 1977:380; Yoffee 2005:16). In other words, identifying when the transition to increased
complexity occurred in a given society, how, why, and under what conditions (social,
environmental, etc.). While archaeologists today emphasize less cultural evolution as the
primary explanatory model for social and cultural change, from simple to complex forms of
organization, much of that progressive thinking still remains discernable in theories on the
development of ancient political authority. The advances and setbacks that the discipline has
taken over previous decades, as it followed theoretical trends, have been well documented by
others (Algaze 1993; Crumley 1976; Demarest and Conrad 1992; Haas 2001; Smith 2003;
Trigger 2003; Wright 1977; Wright and Johnson 1975; Yoffee 2005) and need not be reiterated
here.
In 1967, Morton H. Fried proposed that a state was “a collection of specialized
institutions and agencies, some formal and others informal, that maintain an order of
stratification,” and in his more general description included criteria, such as ideology, warfare,

12

control over resources, hierarchy, social structure and control (Fried 1967:235). Also from an
anthropological perspective in looking at ancient states, Wright (1977) proposed another basic
definition as “a society with a centralized and internally specialized administrative organization”
(see also Marcus and Feinman 1998:4). Definitions tend to emphasize hierarchy, control, and
power, but spend less time discussing key variables that generate change in a society, and that
promote and sustain a state-level political organization, such as the economy, relations of power,
ideologies and religions —all of which constitute early authority (Smith 2003:80). Archaic
states were defined by Marcus and Feinman (1998:3-4) as those states that “arose early in the
history of their particular world region and were characterized by class-endogamous social strata
with royal families, major and minor nobles, and commoners.” While more inclusive of the
population, their definition once again emphasizes hierarchy at the social level. In my view,
while useful and necessary, definitions constrain our understanding of early political authority
and socio-political complexity because their tendency is to be universal. Not all data fits all
models, nor do all models apply to all data. Overarching definitions of early states are useful
theoretically, but static and limiting when attempting to explain specific data, requiring
modifications and re-adaptations.
While useful, therefore, definitions are mostly categorizations that fit typological
purposes and are limiting in understanding, or even recognizing, the vast amount of variability
that stems from diverse external and internal factors, such as the environment, access to
resources, population growth, technological innovation, among others. As Adam T. Smith
states:
“In placing the State at the heart of investigations of early complex polities, political
analysis – the investigation of the formation, administration, and transformation of civil
relationships – is replaced by a political cladistics in which typological classification
suffices as explanation.” (Smith 2003:81)
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In keeping with a typological perspective, for the sake of discussion, early states were classified
into “primary” or “pristine,” and “secondary” (Feinman and Marcus 1998; Fried 1967:231).
Only six civilizations in the world fit the category of a “pristine” state: Mesopotamia, Egypt, the
Indus Valley, China, the Andes, and Mesoamerica (Smith 2003). These are the locations where
states arose entirely independent from one another and without any influence from other
populations. A diversity of models exist that explain different kinds of states based on sociopolitical and territorial organization, among other factors, but most agree upon early states
having a settlement hierarchy —one that will vary according to the scale used in its analysis. A
typological approach was considered useful mostly to facilitate comparisons and contrasts across
cultures, regions, and societies (Feinman and Marcus 1998), and at the same time it enabled
listing a series of traits that were required in order for a society to qualify as having a given level
of socio-political complexity. Presence or absence of these traits facilitated identification of the
archaeological record as pertaining to its political ranking.
Classifying early political systems into rigid categories is somewhat problematic if one
does not allow for variability and modification. Strict typology obscures the variability and
flexibility of scales of political autonomy that may and likely existed in various regions and
which depended on multiple factors (c.f. Sanders and Webster 1978). Though useful in
establishing a frame of reference, explanations need to go further and encompass local variations
product of specific environments, climates, economies (resources), and ideologies, which in turn
inform about the regional processes of cultural and political change.
A positive outcome since those early definitions and attempts for explanatory models,
however, is that scholars have not only done a great job at highlighting the challenges in defining
early states archaeologically, but have also pointed out the great variability in the dynamics of
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politics and economy in various regions of the world (Algaze 1993; Crumley 1976; Frachetti
2009; Freidel 1981; Kolata 1992; Marcus 1998; Rosenswig 2010; Scarborough and Clark 2007;
Spencer and Redmond 2004; Yoffee 2005). Most of these scholars highlight the complex nature
of the economic organization that is required to sustain the state, along with other criteria such as
long-distance exchange, territorial control, labor control, ideology and religion, settlement
hierarchies, and monumentality, among other variables. We have learned that not all early states
underwent the same processes of change, nor did they necessarily meet all the same criteria, in so
far as the archaeological record informs us, because much of their characteristics depended on
specific kinds of environments, resources, pre-state forms of organization, regional
developments, and religious ideologies.
Although there is no agreement on a standard definition, in general terms, most scholars
point out several characteristics that early or archaic states share and that can be identified
archaeologically, including settlement hierarchy, with a primary center presumably controlling a
periphery, control hierarchy and decision-making tiers, long distance exchange, and
specialization in various craft productions (Crumley 1976:61; Kolata 1992; Marcus 1993:464;
Spencer and Redmond 2004:173; Wright and Johnson 1975:267). Some scholars have also
argued in favor of and demonstrated the important role religion and ideology played in state
formation (Demarest and Conrad 1992; Freidel 1981). Yet other proposals emphasize interregional interaction, in which not only goods are moved but also knowledge, including esoteric
knowledge that provides power and the means to maintain leadership (Rosenswig 2010).
Through the material record, archaeologists can identify evidence in support of all or some of
these criteria, but the challenge still remains in explaining the transformational processes that led
to state organization and its dynamics at a regional scale.

15

Key in my discussion about early or archaic states in the Maya Lowlands are the political
ideology, political economy (including intra- and inter-regional interaction), political authority,
environmental conditions, and hierarchy. Hierarchy is a critical term for explaining and
understanding socio-political complexity —it is a term most, if not all scholars agree upon as a
basic variable necessary for state-level organization. Hierarchy applies to settlement and social
class. In fact, most studies of early complexity in the Maya Lowlands emphasize these as
indicators of state-level organization (Chase and Chase 1992; Marcus 1993). Bureaucracies are
formed in these increasingly complex societies, with specialized positions gaining strength and
popularity. The role of the king or the ruler is critical. The implications of socio-hierarchical
positions existing are important because they suggest not only the power of leaders to persuade
the masses, but the ability of the masses to accept their own position and believe in the cause.
Alongside settlement and social hierarchy is a third kind, which I refer to as differentiated levels
of knowledge in this dissertation. It is not discussed in the literature as an important component
in the formation of complex political authority, although “decision-making tiers” is the closest
criteria mentioned by some scholars. Differentiated knowledge is embedded within social
hierarchy but needs some clarification on its own. Wright and Johnson (1975:267) called it
“specialization of information;” their full description is the following:
“…the effectiveness of such a hierarchy of control is facilitated by the complementary
specialization of information processing activities into observing, summarizing, messagecarrying, data-storing, and actual decision-making. This both enables the efficient
handling of the masses of information and decisions moving through a control hierarchy
with three or more levels, and undercuts the independence of subordinates.”
By “hierarchy of control” the authors are referring to a three-tiered decision-making hierarchy,
characteristic of a state-level administration and that requires some form of coordination. Wright
and Johnson used seals from Uruk settlements in the Susiana Plains as their source of evidence,

16

comparing the kinds of seals, where they were used, and where they were found in relation to the
settlement hierarchy. As a result, they discovered that the seals correlated with information that
was “hierarchically and functionally differentiated … probably with more than three levels of
administrative task organization” (Wright and Johnson 1975:272).
In Mesoamerica, the significance of knowledge as a key variable was incorporated by
Rosenswig (Rosenswig 2010) into his model describing the rise of complexity from the vantage
point of the Soconusco region in the Early Preclassic Period. Rosenswig (2010:7) posits that the
basis for an ideology of inequality is “arcane knowledge,” which is controlled and exchanged by
elites over long distances in a system that the author calls a “knowledge kula.” The operating
mechanism was long-distance trade and exchange providing access to esoteric knowledge and
creating unequal power relations among members of society. In order for power to be effective
it needs to be displayed, and that requires knowledge of expression. There are many ways to
make power visible, for instance through architecture, symbols, gift exchange, access to exotic
and luxury items, and public rituals, all of which enabled rulers to maintain their power. In the
political landscape of the southern Maya Lowlands during the Preclassic Period centers
interacted with each other. Displays of power are evident at least by the Middle Preclassic in
architecture, ritual deposits, and a symbolic system, reflecting differentiated access to
knowledge. The homogenization and standardization of pottery styles represent the
establishment of trends by a dominant sector of society spreading their influence over the
landscape. The same is true with symbol systems and architectural styles. The establishment of
cultural canons expressed through material culture represent the processes necessary for the
maintenance of power by the elites (Rosenswig 2010). Therefore, variations in expressions of
power (i.e. architecture, ideology, luxury/exotic goods, etc.) can provide a glimpse into the levels
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of knowledge held by different settlements, which correlated with their geographic location. In
turn, this knowledge can help elucidate their role or function within a political geography
operating as a system.
In Mesoamerica and elsewhere, scholars have begun to explain the growth in sociopolitical complexity at the site level, and only after looking at it within regional dynamics (e.g.
Foias 2013; Marcus and Feinman 1998; Rosenswig 2010; Schortman and Urban 1992). For the
Classic Maya, specifically, recent research is moving away from universal typologies and
classifications of the Maya state, and calls for a study of centers or cities and their complexities
at an individual level (Foias 2013:2). Moving away from rigid evolutionary classifications, there
are increasing efforts to incorporate archaeologically recognizable features and variables into a
polity-level understanding of the political landscape. This is useful in identifying the variations
across space and time, particularly when seeking to explain the interactions among different
polities,1 bearing in mind the differentiated level of preservation of the archaeological record that
result from environmental variations. In my view, a site-based approach contributes to a more
comprehensive adaptation of a theoretical model about ancient political authority. Essentially, it
facilitates a multi-scalar view of the state as a system with many components that operates over a
specific geography.
While there is much more evidence pertaining to the Classic Period in the Maya region, a
site- or polity-based approach is useful for the Preclassic as well, and is slowly increasing in
popularity among scholars as our dataset is enlarged with more evidence. Furthermore, the
approach on a site level first enables a more nuanced identification and study of overarching
features of the early state, and their role and/or function in the growth of socio-political
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The term “polity” is used here following Colin Renfrew’s (1986:2) definition as, “…simply to designate an
autonomous socio-political unit.” 	
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complexity. In this way, while staying within disciplinary trends we make direct contributions
to understanding how the state was institutionalized and operated within a given region, in this
case the southern Maya Lowlands. Ultimately, the results of this kind of approach will
strengthen regional models that will be more useful for universal comparisons.

2.2.1. Geographical Implications of the State
Commensurate with explanations of early states as a political system operating over a
territory is, obviously, the implications of their geographical organization, distribution, territorial
extent in general. There are various models about how the state grows and develops within a
given geographic region. These models presume, as mentioned above, some territorial control
that went beyond the city limits of a site with centralized power, namely settlement hierarchy.
For instance, Trigger (2003) proposed two different kinds of states that had distinct geographical
implications: the city-state and the territorial state. City-states were small polities with limited
surrounding land populated with smaller settlements under their control, whereas territorial states
controlled vast expanses of land where settlement was organized hierarchically and governed by
a ruler operating out of the higher administrative center (Trigger 2003:92).
As a term, city-state has been applied to the political organization of the Classic Period
Mesoamerican societies, although the less specific “polity” is preferred (Martin and Grube 2008;
Renfrew 1986). The more limited data2 from the Preclassic Period requires using other
geopolitical descriptions. Renfrew’s (1986) early state model characterized by peer-polities
envisions relatively equally-sized, autonomous polities that interacted among each other, and
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  By limited data I refer to the reduced to inexistent hieroglyphic record that otherwise facilitates the separation of
discrete polities and their relationships in the Classic Period. It also refers to the fact that in many cases, Preclassic
data lies buried deeply beneath Classic Period architectural overburden, meaning that overall we have less raw data
to work with.	
  	
  	
  

19

although Renfrew does stress that the model is not egalitarian and can apply to polities with
differentiated status, size, and complexity, the name of the model itself implies some level of
socio-political equality. Recent efforts to apply the peer-polity model as an early form of
regional political organization to the archaeological data available from the Preclassic Period in
Mesoamerica have had relative success. For instance, in his analysis of the beginnings of
Mesoamerican civilization, Robert Rosenswig (2010) attempts to explain regional similarities
that resulted from interaction with the archaeological data from the Soconusco region using three
different models: peer-polity, elite emulation, and Aztec analogy. While useful for explaining
some of the data, the peer-polity model is limiting in the incorporation of diverse variables from
disparate archaeological sites, and is more useful for describing non-state societies of
comparable levels of organization (Rosenswig 2010:76). After plugging in the available data
into each model, the author favors elite emulation, in which lesser-developed political centers
would borrow ideas and material culture from larger centers, not necessarily in the same region.
Necessitating some sort of geographical reference for the distribution of interacting
centers, whether hierarchical or not, Rosenswig proposes the elite emulation model functioned in
a settled landscape organized into core and periphery centers, but reformulated and more
dynamic than the World Systems model (Wallerstein 1974). For the Preclassic Soconusco
region, the large core centers were the Olmec sites of San Lorenzo and later La Venta, with
whom isthmian centers would participate in long-distance exchange and interaction (Rosenswig
2010). In this scenario, the key and prime mover towards increased complexity is inter-regional
exchange and interaction.
In fact, most researchers emphasize the importance of the relationship between a “core”
and a “periphery” as a critical component in the emergence and development of the state
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(following Wallerstein 1974), though distinct from the famous World Systems model proposed
by Wallerstein (e.g. Algaze 1993; Crumley 1976:61; Feinman and Marcus 1998; Marcus
1983b:464; Rathje 1971; Rosenswig 2010:15; Spencer and Redmond 2004:173; Wallerstein
1974; Wright and Johnson 1975). The use of core and periphery in Mesoamerica relies heavily
on settlement hierarchy, as evinced by a primary center with bureaucratic authority and
subsidiary centers or outposts that only hold partial authority (Marcus 1993; Rosenswig
2010:13), but tend to be located strategically on important exchange routes (Spencer and
Redmond 2004). Scholars have proposed various hierarchical levels for the distribution of
ancient settlement, giving the impression that power and control is centrifugal, that it radiates
outward from a core and dissipates the farther away from that central place. In her discussion on
archaic states and early Maya political organization, Marcus (1993:116) argues for a four-tiered
settlement hierarchy, yet stresses that the size of the center does not necessarily correlate with the
function of the site. Depending on the scale of analysis, hierarchy exists in all sectors of society.
Similarly, Rosenswig’s work, among others, suggests that the irregularity between populations
and settlements is too great and varied to base a political organization on geographical
distribution alone.
Adam T. Smith (2003:79) points out that early studies on political authority are so
focused on theoretically defining the “state” as a concept, that in doing so have obscured the
importance of location and space, where and how authority operates in relation to and as a result
of geography. In Mesoamerica, and elsewhere, scholars have conceptualized the state in terms
of its settlement hierarchy. However, such efforts are reduced to a categorization of sites based
on size and location in relation to a core center, and not on how those sites interacted politically,
economically, and socially with the core because of their location. Some scholars have pointed
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out that “secondary” sites were strategically located along important routes or junctions with
transportational significance (Algaze 1993:306), and others argue for the importance of function
and spatial relationship of hinterland sites with the core (Crumley 1976:61), only briefly
touching upon their role as important contributors to the economic stability of such core.
Interregional studies exalt the importance of “peripheral,” “secondary,” or “frontier”
(Fried 1967; Wright and Johnson 1975) sites because for commodities — in this case foreign—
to reach a core center they must make their way through the surrounding region and way stations
located on key transportational routes. In order to understand how political authority functioned
out of a core center or region, therefore, it is also necessary to study the organization of the
peripheral sites as part of a political geography. Rather than speculate or assume that smaller
centers were strictly under the direct control of the centralized power, I postulate that smaller
centers held varying levels of autonomy and assisted in the institutionalization of the political
economy, because of their key role in interregional interactions and exchange, and as a result of
their access to and control over knowledge (see Freidel 1981; Santley and Alexander 1992:24;
Wright and Johnson 1975). Differentiated access to knowledge was not only at the level of
political ideology, but also in terms of practical and function issues, such as knowing how to
effectively move through particular kinds of terrains, like wetlands, in order to facilitate the
transportation of commodities and people with the aim of benefitting the core.

2.2.1.1. The Core-Periphery Model
Originally intended to encompass global or continental-wide territories, “core” and
“periphery” have been widely applied to smaller geographic expanses, even within culturally
specific regions, such as Mesopotamia (Wright and Johnson 1975) and Mesoamerica (Blanton
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and Feinman 1984). Proposed by Wallerstein in 1974, the World System theory was intended to
explain capitalism and its spread, primarily in Europe. One of its premises is a tripartite
geographic distribution in settlements within the social system, including a core, a
semiperiphery, and a periphery (Schortman and Urban 1992:17; Wallerstein 1974).
Archaeologists have applied the world-system theory since the 1970s3, but not uncritically. For
the model to work in archaeological contexts, it has undergone many changes and redefinitions.
To favorably supplant more static models of socio-political and economic organization in
Mesoamerica, the world-system approach was heralded by Blanton and Feinman (1984:674) as a
better way to understand the social entity of the region. Yet, because the world-systems theory
cannot be applied to a pre-capitalist society in its original form, Blanton and Feinman (1984)
follow Jane Schneider’s idea and argue instead for a “world economy” variation, which is based
primarily on the exchange of luxury items. A world economy encompasses multiple cultures;
that is, not every society within the region is unified under a centralized authority, and not a
single polity is politically dominant within the region as a whole (Blanton and Feinman
1984:675).
Essentially, the core-periphery model is applied to archaeological cases because it
facilitates a categorization of centers based on settlement hierarchy and geographic distribution.
The “core” involves major centers whose growth in political, economic, and ideological
complexity surpasses that of other sites, usually located in a surrounding perimeter from the core,
known as the periphery. Depending on the scale of analysis, a core can include a single center or
can also be considered a region incorporating many centers that together reflect greater
complexity in relation to peripheral sites. It is assumed that the core, being more developed
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According to Schortman and Urban (1992:18), Jane Schneider was the first to apply world-systems theory to
prehistory.	
  

23

politically and with greater economic advantages, provides the periphery with resources, after
these have reached the core from the periphery and are redistributed (Santley and Alexander
1992).

It is presumed that the general growth trajectories of these systems are centrifugal,

primarily a top-down stream of influence, with little to no influence from the bottom up.
In a core-periphery model, the archaeological expectations are dramatically influenced by
the notion of hierarchy and its expression, or how it is materially represented. Core centers are
expected to have more sophisticated and elaborate monumental architecture, dedicated to
specialized political or religious offices and functions, and fancy households, for instance,
whereas secondary or peripheral centers might contain architecture more frequently associated
with craft production, minor political structures correlating with the degree of power, and less
elaborate households fitting a lower social class. There is an assumption, therefore, of a
differentiated distribution of social ranking at the site level and among sites within a region (e.g.
Chase and Chase 1994:13).
If one is to incorporate knowledge and ideology as additional variables in the hierarchical
spectrum, then the issue of properly measuring the dynamics of power between sites of
apparently different status within the regional political geography arises. The importance of
knowledge and ideology in the development of early complex political authority in Mesoamerica
has been well described by others (Freidel 1981; Freidel and Reilly 2010; Freidel and Schele
1988a; Rosenswig 2010), but studies are lacking that integrate these variables into our
understanding of the regional political geography of the Late Preclassic Maya, as the state was
consolidating at the core center of El Mirador. We have yet to understand how the state
controlled knowledge (economic, political, ideological, etc.), if at all, and how it was organized
with respect to settlement hierarchy. It is also possible that studying a site in light of its location
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can contribute to our understanding of interactions among and between centers within the
political system as a whole. These are issues that can be addressed archaeologically looking at
the distribution and expressions of material culture and symbolic systems at sites generally
considered “secondary” or “peripheral.”

2.2.1.2. Frontier Sites
A frontier is defined as: “the district near a border separating two countries” and “the
extreme limit of settled land beyond which lies wilderness.”4 In archaeology, frontiers are
considered the margins, edges, or peripheries of geographically settled regions by particular
societies, and their study is focused on the characteristics of the sites located therein and the
interactions that occur there (Green and Perlman 1985:4).
As described in the previous sections, settlements operating within a complex political
system will frequently be organized in a hierarchical manner. The core-periphery model is
applicable to various geographical scales, depending on the unit of analysis and research
questions asked, and is closely related to how the concept of frontier is addressed
archaeologically (Lightfoot and Martinez 1995). But in the core-periphery model, a site
considered secondary or subsidiary need not be geographically positioned on the edges of the
political system dominated by the core. Frontier studies differ in that they are not based on
socio-political hierarchy, but on geographic position and their role within the system because of
their location. The archaeological study of frontier sites has been of interest to some scholars,
but viewed under the premises of the core-periphery model, looking at centers marginally located
in relation to the core and as secondary or of a lower tier. Sites located in peripheral zones are
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  http://oxforddictionaries.com/us/definition/american_english/frontier?q=frontier	
  

25

commonly referred to as “subsidiary outposts” (Marcus 1993:153; Spencer and Redmond
2004:173) or “less developed communities” (Algaze 1993:304), depending on their presumed
level of economic and political organization (Trigger 2003:92).
Rather than using socio-political hierarchy as the lens through which to understand a
center that is peripheral to the core, that is, using the core-periphery model, a frontier site
approach focuses on the geographic location first and encourages the use of multiple variables to
be analyzed in conjunction. With such an approach, each variable is interpreted in relation with
the geographic location, with each other, with the economy, and together help elucidate the
center’s socio-political hierarchy within the system.
Earlier I mentioned the differentiated levels of knowledge among centers (Wright and
Johnson 1975). There is a lot of information embedded in the material culture and symbol
system at a site that can be used to gauge degrees of knowledge about activities, craft
specialization, themes, ideology, subsistence, transportation, economy, and so on, that reflects on
the socio-political status of the site. Frontier sites are also likely to have exclusive knowledge
about the environment in which they are located and how to move over that terrain, especially if
it is a particularly challenging one (i.e. extensive wetlands).
Green and Perlman (1985) emphasize the important role frontier sites play in the social,
economic, and political development of a given society, or social system —including the core
centers— because of interactions with other regions. It is in frontier zones where variability
occurs as a result of contact between cultures, and frontier sites are critical for studying the
processes that shape social systems (Green and Perlman 1985). As interregional networking
places, frontier sites can contribute to the study of social change, as they become the loci for the
development of innovative expressions in material culture (Lightfoot and Martinez 1995).
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Frontier zones are important loci as points of entry into a core and shed light on the symbiotic
relationship between the core and the periphery.
In view of these theoretical premises, frontier centers located not only in the boundary of
a political system, but in a zone that is geographically and environmentally a border, like an
ecotone, are promising locations for the study of interregional interactions. Moving away from a
rank-centric model that focuses on positive or negative evidence for particular kinds of goods or
markers of status dictated by a dominating core, the frontier site approach pays attention to the
reason why those goods are present or absent because of its geographic position. It is more
inclusive of innovative variables that are born in the frontier zone as a result of its strategic role
in interregional networks and access to certain kinds of knowledge based on a site’s role or
function within the system. Furthermore, this has implications for understanding the control of
knowledge, as it suggests that innovation need not occur exclusively at the core centers.
There are various kinds of frontier zones. In general, a frontier zone is considered
peripheral, or on the edge of a political system, which may or may not correlate with a
geographic boundary. Significant geographic features may or may not determine the boundary
of a political system; they can be as obvious as shorelines, or more dramatic as highland/lowland
borders that are likely to coincide with the area of a political system. There are also interior
frontiers (Freidel, personal communication 2013) within a political system, which can be marked
by less dramatic geographical features, such as rivers or ecotones. Understanding a site within
its geographic context, therefore, is critical for identifying its participation within the political
geography of a system. Neglecting to do so could result in the misconception of a center based
exclusively on its proximity to the core as indicator of its rank or importance within the political
system.
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To summarize, the study of frontier sites, therefore, provides a different analytical
approach to understanding the dynamics of a political system within a given region. Rather than
trying to determine the rank of a particular site based on its size, layout, and material culture, it
helps explain the role or function of the site within the political geography irrespective of its size
and more focused on its location. The location of a site can be critical to a symbiotic relationship
with core centers, providing the frontier site with a status otherwise subsumed under a lowranking center. In the advent of early state formation, then, studying the relationship between
and among sites participating in the political system geographically defined becomes critical.
Addressing the political dynamics from the perspective of the frontier can enhance our
understanding of state formation and its subsequent course.

2.3. Early Mesoamerican Political Authority
The emergence of political authority in Mesoamerica has received a considerable amount
of attention by scholars interested in early complex societies and the processes that generate
socio-political change. Archaeological evidence for the Preclassic Period is supportive of high
levels of complexity reached by populations in the Gulf Coast of Mexico (Olmec) (Cyphers
1999; Drucker, et al. 1959; Reilly 1996, 2005), at Monte Alban in Oaxaca (Zapotec) (Marcus
and Flannery 1996), in the Soconusco region of the Isthmus of Tehuantepec (Guernsey 2006;
Rosenswig 2010) and in the Maya Lowlands of Petén, Guatemala (El Mirador) (Estrada-Belli
2011; Freidel 1981; Hansen 2001; Hansen and Guenter 2005; Spencer and Redmond 2004).
Over the years, studies emphasized the mainstream theoretical models applied in anthropology
and interpretations reflect disciplinary trends. Today, scholars accept that throughout
Mesoamerica pockets of early socio-political complexity evolved independently in various
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regions characterized by differences in environment and resources. In the case of the lowland
Maya, it is well accepted that by the Late Preclassic there was a state organization operating out
of core centers like El Mirador (Estrada-Belli 2011; Hansen 2001; Reese-Taylor and Walker
2002).
To explain similarities and differences between societies growing in complexity, scholars
have relatively recently emphasized a multi-variable approach that emphasizes inter-regional
interaction as a prime mover towards increased complexity —i.e. socio-political hierarchy and
political leadership, control over resources and their movement over the landscape, control over
esoteric knowledge, conspicuous consumption, control of labor, and the ability to establish and
promote a religious ideology (Algaze 1993; Crumley 1976; Demarest and Conrad 1992; Drennan
1984; Freidel 1981; Marcus 1993; Rosenswig 2010; Scarborough and Clark 2007; Spencer and
Redmond 2004). Economic control and exchange were key variables in the formation of early
states throughout Mesoamerica. Rosenswig (2010) convincingly argues that the sharing of
knowledge that resulted from early interactions among communities, between core centers and
the periphery, led also to the ability of some individuals or groups to control prestigious ideas
and thus maintain power.5 He further argues that core centers do not necessarily hold exclusive
domination and that periphery sites can surpass an unstable core in complexity. This perspective
suggests, at least for the early stages of complexity in Mesoamerica, that core and periphery were
not fixed settlement hierarchies, but fluidly changing in accord with who, at any given moment,
controlled inter-regional interaction and the movement of esoteric knowledge (Rosenswig
2010:13-16).
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The emphasis on interactions as a prime mover towards increased socio-political complexity is reminiscent of the
peer-polity model originally proposed by C. Renfrew in 1986.	
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A current example of long-distance movement of knowledge is the case of the Olmecstyle celt caches and early ceremonial architecture discovered at Ceibal dating to the Middle
Preclassic Period (Inomata, et al. 2013; Inomata, et al. 2010), the earliest to appear in the Maya
region thus far. The appearance of early ceremonial architecture at Ceibal around 1000 B.C.E. in
association with greenstone axe offerings earlier than comparable evidence at the Olmec site of
La Venta, the site to which this kind of evidence was attributed to until now, raises serious
questions regarding the origins of certain ritual, political, and architectural practices. The point I
exalt with this example is that evidence is increasingly pointing towards a more complex set of
processes regarding the growth of political complexity than previously thought, and therefore
requires new approaches, new questions, and significantly more research.
Following a multi-pronged approach to the study of complexity as outlined above, in
addition to the important role of political economy and inter-regional interaction, I want to
emphasize the significance of the circulation of knowledge and its contribution to the growth of
socio-political complexity (e.g.Rosenswig 2010). Knowledge moved across the Mesoamerican
landscape via symbolic systems and religious ideologies (Freidel 1981; Rosenswig 2010), in
bundles and gifts (Stuart 2006), messengers, traders, diplomatic visits, migrations, and in
numerous other ways. In the formation of the state, religious ideologies were manipulated into
being the state religion, which was codified into a symbolic system (Freidel 1981:190). In
tandem with the institutionalization of a dominant political ideology was the need to solidify a
functional political economy. It has been well established that not all regions of Mesoamerica
were self-sustaining year-round, but required the means to access bulk goods over long distances
(Drennan 1984; Freidel, et al. 2002; Freidel and Reilly 2010). The Preclassic states needed a
political economy in place that enabled exchange and transportation of goods, for both
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subsistence and social status purposes (Freidel, et al. 2002; Rathje 2002). When portable
material goods are absent from the archaeological record6 due to poor preservation, symbolic
systems are useful for identifying inter-regional interaction.
Ancient symbolic systems of Mesoamerica have received a great deal of attention for
several decades now and have provided a reliable glimpse into past religious ideologies, the
foundation for early political authority. Incorporation of ideology into our perspectives on the
formation and development of Mesoamerican states, therefore, is critical (Demarest and Conrad
1992; Fields 1989; Freidel 1981; Wright and Johnson 1975). Legitimization of authority was
sanctioned in religion and evolved into a strong political ideology that persisted through
centuries and cross-culturally in Mesoamerica. In the Early and Middle Preclassic Periods, prior
to the development of a writing system, that political ideology was registered in a complex
symbolic system on portable items, sculpture, architecture, site layouts, and mural paintings.
Displaying such knowledge was simultaneously a demonstration of wealth and directly
contributed to social inequality and status ranking. Political ideology and economy were
intricately related with one another, as wealth and status were associated with access to luxury
items and knowledge of the symbolic vocabulary, as well as having the ability to store wealth to
access foodstuffs through exchange networks (Freidel, et al. 2002; Freidel and Reilly 2010;
Tozzer 1941).
Current models used for explaining the development of state-level societies in Preclassic
Mesoamerica are useful and have come a long way. In this dissertation I readapt the models and
integrate new views and variables to provide a brief overview of the nature of political authority
in the Preclassic Period from the vantage point of a frontier center.
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Here I refer to El Achiotal as a case in point. I am not arguing that portable material goods are absent from all
archaeological records. But when they are, other sources of information become crucially significant.	
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2.3.1. Political Ideology in Preclassic Mesoamerica
Until recently, one of the earliest evidences of a complex symbolic system that reflects a
direct political intention appears in association with and has been attributed to the Olmec culture
(Coe 1973; Covarrubias 1942; Guthrie, et al. 1996). The Olmec culture is not the only evidence
for socio-political complexity in Mesoamerica, as other regions also reflect hierarchical
settlement, craft specialization, social hierarchy and hereditary inequality, and changes in
ideology, among other features since the Early Preclassic Period (1200-800 B.C.E.) (Grove
1984; Hammond 1991; Inomata, et al. 2013; Love 2002; Marcus and Flannery 1996; Rosenswig
2010; Spencer and Redmond 2004). For example, in addition to evidence for rank and social
inequality in the Zapotec region, Marcus and Flannery (1996:95) report the introduction of a
symbolic system that they associate with ancestral veneration, genealogies, and supernatural
entities as early as 1150 B.C.E.. The earliest two elements referred to are “Earth” and
“Lightning,” that in reality are well known Olmec symbols (Taube 1995). Thus, while various
regions across Mesoamerica developed a symbolic system, possibly independently, there is
substantial evidence suggesting societies also emulated the codes established by larger, perhaps
more powerful and important groups (Rosenswig 2010). The early appearance at Ceibal of ritual
practices commonly considered to have originated in the Olmec region raises serious questions
about the flow of ideas and knowledge so early in the Preclassic Period. It is becoming more
likely that early societies maintained a symbiotic relationship across the landscape, resulting in a
regional political ideology that championed the transformational processes that resulted in
increased socio-political complexity and state-level organization. It was not entirely a
homogeneous ideology, but evidence suggests that it derived from a common foundation, and
was adapted with local variations.
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2.3.1.1. Origins
Despite deliberations surrounding Olmec origins, most evidence still suggests that much
of ancient Mesoamerica’s religious ideology owes its existence to the inhabitants of Olman,7 the
population that flourished in the Gulf Coast of Mexico in the Early and Middle Preclassic or
Formative Periods (ca. 1500—400 B.C.E.) (Drucker, et al. 1959; Pool 2007:6). While there
were other contemporaneous societies developing throughout Mesoamerica, the Olmec culture
reached impressive and —at the time— unique symbolic expressions in the form of monumental
sculpture and art to express their developing ideology. The “Olmec style,” as it has come to be
called, expressed a variety of themes that are now understood to represent cosmological concepts
associated with rulership and authority, ritual and religion (Clark and Pye 2006; Fields 1989,
1991; Freidel 1990; Guthrie, et al. 1996; Pool 2007; Reilly 1989, 1996, 2005; Taube 1996;
Taube 1995). This style appears in Preclassic contexts across Mesoamerica, suggesting a shared
cultural practice that spread as a result of interaction between different regions.
The widespread appearance of the Olmec style, however, has also provoked heated
debates among scholars arguing over the implications of the origins, distribution, and the flow of
the emergent ideology. Two differing views have been put forth: a “mother culture” (Blomster,
et al. 2005; Clark and Hansen 2001; Coe 1977), which is basically a diffusionist model arguing
that the Olmec were the only cultural innovators and influenced other societies; and a “sister
culture” (Estrada-Belli 2011; Hansen 2005) that argues for more interaction among societies
influencing each other while building a regional ideology. It has recently been noted by Pool
(2007:11) that these controversies contribute to the reduced attention on the Olmec culture as one
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More commonly referred to as Olmec in the literature. Scholars point out, however, that “Olmec” refers more
precisely to a style, whereas Olman makes reference to a particular geographic region within Mesoamerica and its
population. Olmec style artifacts appear throughout Mesoamerica, but that does not mean that wherever it appears
there were people from Olman.	
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of the first complex socio-politically integrated societies in Mesoamerica. This lack of attention
on the cultures of Olman as the first and only hierarchical society in Mesoamerica contributed to
increased consideration for localized archaeological studies of other regions to acquire an
understanding of the development of complexity from a regional vantage point. As a result,
recent investigations emphasize local studies and inter-regional interaction, leading to new and
refreshing hypotheses about the spread of knowledge across the landscape (see Inomata, et al.
2013; Rosenswig 2010). Finally, the data recovered from Ceibal highlight the problems with the
two propositions, and suggest the dynamics are much more complex (Inomata, et al. 2013:467),
only to be resolved with uncovering more evidence pertaining to the Middle and Early Preclassic
Periods in the core region of the Maya Lowlands.
Despite recent developments and consideration for the Olmec style, the identification of
particular symbols as having their origin, or at least mostly appearing in association with Olman
cultures was well-established long ago (Drucker, et al. 1959; Grove 2006; Guthrie, et al. 1996;
Joesink-Mandeville and Meluzin 1976; Joralemon 1971; Nicholson 1973; Quirarte 1976; Reilly
1989; F. K. Reilly 1991; Reilly 1996; Taube 1995). Olmec ideology was graphically represented
with a fairly consistent repertoire of symbols and iconographic elements, many of which are
recognizable in other regions outside the Olmec heartland diachronically.
Scholarly interpretation of Olmec iconography suggests strong associations with the
natural and supernatural worlds, rulership, religion and ritual. Olmec ideology emphasizes the
origins and creation of the cosmos. It relies heavily on the use of metaphors between the human
life cycle and that of the natural world, such as agricultural crops and the landscape (Freidel
1996; Freidel and Reilly 2010). As Taube (Taube 1995:83) posited nearly two decades ago, “the
Olmec developed an elaborate ideology devoted to water and rain and, in addition, religious
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rituals of sacrifice and supplication designed to ensure agricultural abundance.” In general,
Mesoamerican early ideology emphasized agricultural fertility and, in particular, focused much
of the rituals and beliefs around maize (Freidel and Reilly 2010; Joralemon 1971; Taube 1996).
A combination of mythology and natural phenomenon, the complex ideological system
involved humans, animals, supernatural beings, polymorphic beings or entities that interacted in
both the vertical tripartite, as well as the horizontal quincunx divisions of the cosmos. Using
literal, metaphoric, and abstract symbolic systems, this early ideology spread across
Mesoamerica through interaction networks by way of portable objects, goods, and
communication of knowledge. As it moved across the landscape, and as interaction increased,
the nascent ideology was influenced by all societies in contact. Though stemming from common
thought, Mesoamerican ideology evidently endured changes in meaning and expression across
space and time. Profound and detailed understanding of this ideology by select members of
society converted the concept to esoteric knowledge and was subsequently used as a tool for
political power (Rosenswig 2010).
In general, the evidence for such ideology consists of a large amount of Preclassic
symbolism and iconography dispersed throughout Mesoamerica. In was expressed in composite
scenes or tableaux, as individual elements, in pars pro toto,8 incised, modeled, and carved on
portable and non-portable objects, all of which has received considerable attention by art
historians and archaeologists alike (Coe 1977; Coe 1973; Covarrubias 1942; Cyphers 1999;
Fields 1989; Fields and Reents-Budet 2005; Freidel 1990; Grove 1987; Guernsey 2006; Guthrie,
et al. 1996; Joesink-Mandeville and Meluzin 1976; Joralemon 1971; Joralemon 1976; Marcus
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and Flannery 1996; Miller 2001; Pool 2007; F. K. Reilly 1991; Reilly 1996, 1999, 2005;
Rosenswig 2010; Schele 1974; Taube 1996; Taube 1995).
For the Olmec, and later the Maya, a ruler’s divinity was founded in and legitimized
through the maize cult. Foundational to the political institutionalization of divine kingship in
Mesoamerica is precisely the equation of kings with the maize god. Olmec iconography
indicates that early kings or rulers impersonated the maize god in order to become agents of
fertility and ensure the wellbeing of their population (Fields 1991; Freidel, et al. 1993; Reilly
1989; Taube 1996, 2004). Rulers became the center of the cosmos, they were agents responsible
for nourishing the people and negotiating with divine forces —in a sense, rulers were god-like
(cf. Freidel and Reilly 2010). This emulation was represented graphically in various ways, but
perhaps the most relevant for the discussion in this dissertation is the trilobate diadem jewel
(Taube 1996), which Fields (1989) identified as the semantic equivalent of ajaw, the Maya term
for ruler. Also known as the Jester God, this was the earliest symbol of Maya rulership (Fields
1989; Freidel 1990; Schele 1974; Stuart 2013; Taube and Ishihara-Brito 2012). In the Middle
Preclassic Period, the Maya of the southern lowlands consolidated divine kingship, adopted and
adapted from the Olmec style and ideological origins. Making it their own, the Maya politicized
divine kingship through its integration into public works, such as monumental architecture richly
decorated with iconographic displays carved or painted, settlement and architectural design and
planning, and other ritual contexts.

2.3.1.2. Divine Kingship
In order for rulers to be like the maize god, religious specialization that would enable
shamanistic power and the capacity of ritual transformation (Reilly 1996; Taube 1996) required
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knowledge. Through trance and ritual transformation, divine kings would and could commune
with ancestral spirits, control the natural world and portray themselves as godly with respect to
the population at large. As a shaman, the king’s role in society overlapped with other qualities
that put that individual at the forefront of the population and validated his/her authority (Reilly
1996, 2005). Virginia Fields (1989:9-10) defined Mesoamerican divine kingship as “[t]he
capacity of rulers to interact with supernatural powers, to intercede between humans and gods for
the good of the populace… [it] enables the ruler to translate power into authority (Hoffman
1979:299), and art is an inextricably interrelated means to that end.”
Olmec-style artifacts, iconography, architecture and ritual contexts indicate that by the
Early Preclassic Period the institution of divine kingship began to formalize and by the Middle
Preclassic it was well established. Through the use of structural analysis applied to Olmec-style
iconography (Leach 1976), scholars began to reveal the underlying ideology behind it (Fields
1989:8-9; Reilly 1996:29). As the maize god, the center of the world, the primordial being with
powers to infiltrate other worlds and control the supernatural, Preclassic Mesoamerican kings
were, in essence, the axis mundi. They represented the sacred conduit that connected the planes
of the cosmos, a tripartite scheme incorporating the Heaven, the Earth, and the Underworld
(Acuña 2007b; Reilly 1996:31). As a symbol of fertility and life, the maize-like king becomes
the center of the cosmos, the axis itself, and was represented accordingly. The divine king was
represented with literal or abstract qualities of the maize god, essentially the maize plant or the
world tree (axis mundi) (Fields 1989; Reilly 1996:38; Taube 1996).
In the Preclassic Period, the position of divine king remained consolidated within the
political ideology founded on religion. In subsequent Periods, however, the political ideology
became more historical, exalting the king as an individual with real historical feats, but kingly
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regalia continued to make reference to the original sacred connection with the maize cult,
alluding to its historical significance. In particular, the connection was prolonged diachronically
with the use of the Jester God as emblem of divine kingship (Fields 1989; Freidel 1990; Schele
1974; Stuart 2013).
Despite its antecedents in early Mesoamerican ideology, the Maya developed their own
style of divine kingship in the Late Preclassic Period and continued transforming it through the
Classic Period. For instance, while the Jester God symbol for kingship can be traced back to the
Middle Preclassic in other parts of Mesoamerica (perhaps under a different name) and to the
origins of divine kingship associated with the maize cult, the Maya introduced new elements into
their own local mythology, namely the Principle Bird Deity. When kings acceded into office
they were crowned with the royal headband, which could be the Jester God, the Principle Bird
Deity, or their conflation (Fields 1989, 1991; Fields and Reents-Budet 2005; Saturno 2009;
Schele 1974; Schele and Freidel 1990; Stuart 2013). Monumental buildings were decorated with
large representations of the mythical bird (e.g. Cerros, El Achiotal), indicating the possible
function of the structure as a place of accession or of reverence to divine kingship. The
iconography of the Jester God appears associated more frequently in less dramatic
representations, such as actual headbands, and in portable jewels and objects embedded with
multiple layers of meaning. Persisting for centuries in different forms and context, both
remained the primary symbols of authority and kingship for the Maya.
A complex institution, divine kingship for the Maya was sacred and public, a position
that required leadership and the assistance of other knowledgeable people, namely a court. A lot
more is known about Classic Period kingship, courts, and activities (political, economic, ritual,
artistic, etc.) than Preclassic ones (Inomata and Houston 2001a, b; Jackson 2013). Historical
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data recorded in hieroglyphic inscriptions and iconographic scenes from many Classic Period
sites, particularly in the southern Maya Lowlands, provide information about dynastic lineages
(Martin and Grube 2008; Proskouriakoff 1960). While we know of the existence of divine
kingship in the Preclassic and how it was represented iconographically, the social processes that
led to certain individuals developing such skills and perfecting their role as leaders remains
obscured by the nature of the evidence. Precisely how kings came into power remains
unresolved for the Preclassic Period. In the Classic Period, the southern Maya Lowlands
established a system of paternal dynastic lineage, which evidently began at Tikal with Yax Ehb
Xook in 90 C.E. (Martin and Grube 2008). Prior to the Tikal case, it is not clear whether the
position of king was prescribed and followed dynastic succession, or whether it was achieved or
appointed based on an individual’s political and ritual prowess. Perhaps even more difficult to
discern from the existing evidence is how the population accepted and validated such role. It is
unsafe to assume that the Classic Period dynastic system originated alongside the institution of
divine kingship, especially since dynastic succession appears to have been a practice
geographically circumscribed to the southern Maya Lowlands and only at certain sites (generally
with historical ties to Tikal).
Contrary to earlier interpretations, divine kings were not only concerned with mythology
and religion, but were greatly involved in politics and economics for the wellbeing of their
people. Ancient Maya political ideology converged with the economy. These institutions were
not mutually exclusive and so we often find references to both conflated into a single
iconographic representation or ritual context. This convergence of ideology and economy is well
documented by other scholars (Freidel, et al. 2002; Freidel and Reilly 2010; Rosenswig 2010;
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Stuart 2006; Taube 1998; Wells and Davis-Salazar 2007), and will become relevant to the
discussion in the concluding chapter of this dissertation.

2.3.1. Political Economy in Preclassic Mesoamerica
Preclassic societies throughout Mesoamerica subsisted on agriculture, as well as hunting
and gathering (Dunning, et al. 1998; Flannery 1982; Pohl, et al. 1996; Pope and Dahlin 1989).
Beyond basic subsistence, however, Mesoamerican societies also had to maintain significant
other kinds of events such as ritual ceremonies, life-changing festivities and celebrations, all of
which required acquisition of a variety of goods and materials from near and distant places
(Wells and Davis-Salazar 2007). Sustaining the growing population and the increasing demand
of the institution of divine kingship required an organized economic system that would guarantee
the wellbeing of all levels of the population. Along with increased political and ritual
complexity came craft specialization, pulling people away from their individual fields and from
being self-sustaining, to work full time in other activities directly supporting the state (i.e.
construction, art, crafts, etc.).
Increased complexity also meant inequality at the polity and social level. Control and
domination of some sites over others required expanding and spreading power over greater
expanses of territory, therefore establishing and strengthening communication networks.
Regions such as the northern Petén, Guatemala, where the earliest known state emerged in the
Late Preclassic at the site of El Mirador, have limited sustainable resources. Archaeological
evidence points toward sites in that region participating in long distance trade as early as the
Middle Preclassic (Clark and Hansen 2001; Hansen 1992, 1998, 2001). Lacking draft animals
and relying almost exclusively on human porters to access the central karstic upland sites of the
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core region required ingenuity in the establishment of long-distance interaction to acquire all the
necessary subsistence and luxury goods desired by the state.

2.3.2.1. Interregional Interaction
Increasingly, evidence and advanced research suggests that since the Early Preclassic
Period in some areas and the Middle Preclassic in most regions, communities throughout
Mesoamerica were interacting with one another to access resources unavailable in their
immediate environment. Evidence for interaction exists not only in non-local goods found in
archaeological contexts, but also in symbols and knowledge (Freidel 1979; Rosenswig 2010;
Stark 2007). Interregional studies have been the focus of studies that explain the rise of
complexity in Mesoamerica for some time, focused primarily on understanding long-distance
trade (Andrews 1984; Drennan 1984; Masson and Freidel 2002; Rathje 1971). Nonetheless, the
transportational difficulties envisioned by the lack of draft animals encouraged a disregard for
the plausibility that bulk commodities or basic subsistence goods were exchanged over long
distances. Most studies have emphasized the movement of luxury goods, such as shell, obsidian,
and jadeite (Drennan 1984; Marcus 1983b), and less on resources such as salt, cacao, cotton,
maize, beeswax, and honey, among other things (Andrews 1984; Dillon 1975; Freidel and Reilly
2010; McKillop 2002; Thompson 1970; Tozzer 1941). I find it interesting to note the correlation
between factors of preservation with the kinds of items discussed as acceptable when discussing
long-distance exchange. While not surviving in the archaeological record, iconographic
representations of non-local goods presented as gifts or tribute, or appearing in other displays is
evidence in favor of the movement of all sorts of materials. This is also supported in the
historical documents from the contact Period. Further, the widespread appearance of a symbolic
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vocabulary related to political ideology is indicative of the dispersal of ideas moving between
and among societies.
To date, the data are not conducive to discerning which came first, whether the
movement of things and goods for subsistence through networks of exchange on which
piggybacked ideas and knowledge, or the interaction among elites for esoteric knowledge on
which they built and maintained power that led to interregional interactions and exchange. The
most likely scenario is that both occurred more or less simultaneously and archaeological
chronologies are too coarse-grained to determine what came first, if at all. What is clear and
important is that interaction existed. In addition to subsistence exchange, the increased political
and religious complexity of the Early and Middle Preclassic Periods demanded access to luxury
and prestige items as means to wealth and power (Masson and Freidel 2002; Rathje 1971;
Rosenswig 2010; Stark 2007).
By the Late Preclassic Period, networks of exchange and interaction were well
established throughout the region. Adoption, emulation, and transformation of things and ideas
were commonplace, and this fact is reflected in the archaeological record everywhere: in
architectural styles and city planning; in art and the symbolic vocabulary of political ideology; in
prestige items and subsistence goods; in crafts; and in many other ways. In the Maya region, this
interaction occurred under the auspices of a state operating out of the core region of the Central
Karstic Uplands (see Reese-Taylor and Walker 2002).
Despite the many models that attempted to explain the rise of socio-political complexity
and state-level organization in the Maya region, William Rathje (1971), a subscriber to cultural
ecology, brought forth a model that incorporated trade as a major variable in the processes of
cultural change in the southern Maya Lowlands. Rathje proposed a model whereby the centers
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in the lowland core interacted or traded with populations in the highlands, for basic resources
unavailable in the tropical and “homogeneous” environment of Petén. The dynamics of this
interaction focused on the motivation for trade by settlements located in what Rathje called
buffer zones (similar to “periphery”), or by highland centers. Such interaction required
sophisticated socio-economic skills and organization by lowlanders in order to maintain the flow
of resources, whereby trade became the primary incentive for the political economy that
facilitated increased complexity at the socio-political level in the core region (Rathje 1971). It
was the socio-political and economic organization that promoted competitiveness and the ability
to control trade routes, feeding increased complexity back into the system. Later, in 1979,
Freidel exalted the important role of interregional interaction in early political dynamics,
incorporating the flow of ideas and knowledge through a symbol system representing a
widespread ideology. Since the late 1970s, the topic of interaction has gained followers and has
become a significant part of archaeological studies about cultural processes and change in
Mesoamerica in general.
With time and under a regional political geography, it appears that certain centers
outgrew others in importance and power as a result of their ability to gain control over networks,
innovate and control esoteric knowledge and establish trends that were emulated by others. The
appearance of foreign goods and materials, as well as the widespread occurrence of styles and
ideas found in archaeological records dating to the Preclassic Period indicates that intra- and
interregional interaction were key in the development of Mesoamerican societies. In the Late
Preclassic, extensive interaction routes existed across the landscape (Masson 2002:16). Goods
were flowing to and from regions, and alongside them were moving ideas and knowledge about
crafts, ideology, styles, political power, and economic success and subsistence that further
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strengthened the state. As Rosenswig’s (2010) work in the Soconusco region suggests, the
relationship between regions was symbiotic.
Historical, ethnohistorical and ethnographic studies point favorably towards the existence
of wetland canoe transportation in addition to seafaring in the Maya region (Scholes and Roys
1968; Thompson 1970). Archaeologically, the best evidence for long-distance interaction,
however, is the presence of non-local materials in the record of any given site. Explaining how
those items were acquired requires a creative approach, but extrapolating from historical records
provides plausible explanations. In the Classic Period there are images of merchants painted on
murals or ceramic vases, depictions of canoes, paddles and ports; and in the Postclassic Period
the record improves by including documents detailing trade transactions. For the Preclassic
Period there is no such evidence, except for raw materials, artifacts, symbols, and styles that
suggest people were interacting at the time.
Several studies about the political economy of the ancient Maya argue favorably for the
existence of market systems and other redistributive mechanisms, such as tribute (Hirth and
Pillsbury 2013b; Masson and Freidel 2002; Sharer and Traxler 2006) that functioned
dependently and independently with interregional interaction. According to Tokovinine and
Beliaev (2013:172) there is linguistic evidence suggesting that markets existed since the
Preclassic Period. It is a complex topic, challenging to substantiate archaeologically, but that has
been well-documented and published by various scholars (Hirth and Pillsbury 2013b; Masson
and Freidel 2002). As Masson (2002:8) points out, there were likely numerous spheres of
exchange and interaction, most of which are too difficult to distinguish in the archaeological
record with the available methods.
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Today, there are convincing articles arguing for the presence and use of currency since
the Middle Preclassic Period, when maize became a staple food. Currency served as the means
to store value and guarantee constant access to foodstuffs or other necessary resources in the
event of failure or loss (Freidel and Reilly 2010; Stuart 2006; Tozzer 1941). Important to the
present research is the potential association of currency with bundling, which is also an
additional example of the integration of ideology and economy. Ingots of value required careful
storage and also transportation to and from markets or places of exchange. In my discussion I
will return to this idea, as there is potential evidence in the murals from El Achiotal for a
conflation in meaning between the bundling of precious jewels as currency and ritual or ancestral
bundling. Bundling sacred items, both with a secular as well as a sacred meaning, is an example
of how the economy is key for the success of kingship as a political institution. As Freidel and
Reilly (2010:647) postulate, the “unbundling of the jade celt, figurines, or other power objects
representing deities, in our view, would have been the metaphorical birthing event…”
According to these authors, this is a metaphoric expression of the birth of currency, when Olmec
kings were represented birthing celts and “engendering the economic system sustaining their
peoples” (Freidel and Reilly 2010:643). Moreover, one can presume that small precious items
traveled across the landscape wrapped in bundles of cloth or bark paper. This argument is
pertinent to my proposal that El Achiotal was strategically located as a frontier site along an
important interaction route between the Central Karstic Uplands, or the core, and regions to the
west during the Late Preclassic Period. It is a likely place for exchange transactions to take place
and where currency would flow. Currency could be stored in precious items, such as beads,
cacao, shell, or jewels, as represented symbolically on the walls of the main temple or bundle
house.
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Further, centers that depended on the mutual flow of goods (e.g. way stations) were
affected by the rise and fall of others sites they interacted with, potentially to the point of
abandonment if their location was critical to the regional economy. Fluctuations in the demand
for resources likely varied according to temporal fads, the peaks and valleys of powerful political
centers, alliances or animosities between regional polities, and the complete dissolution of trade
routes —resulting from warfare, exhaustion of resources, and migrations— certainly dictated the
survival of centers whose success relied on interactions. These types of variations can be found
in the archaeological record expressed in the frequency or absence of certain kinds of material
culture over time.
Based on current evidence, the political economic landscape of the southern Maya
Lowlands is envisioned as a core of major sites located mostly in the Central Karstic Uplands,
surrounded by a periphery with many sites of various sizes and scales of monumentality.
Interaction occurred between the core, the periphery and beyond, as evinced by non-local
material culture and symbolic systems. Major sites in the core include Nakbe, El Mirador,
Tintal, Wakna, Tikal, and slightly smaller but no less important sites like San Bartolo, El Palmar,
Uaxactun and Cival, among others, that were substantially growing in the Middle and Late
Preclassic. Peripheral sites of prominence in the Preclassic include Ceibal, Altar de Sacrificios,
and Salinas de los Nueve Cerros to the southwest of the core, several sites in the Belize River
Valley, Cerros, Lamanai, and others to the east, sites in the northern lowlands like Xtobo and
Komchen, and El Achiotal and El Peru-Waka’ to the west. There are many, many more sites in
both core and the periphery that were just as important as those mentioned here.
The largest of the core sites in the Late Preclassic was El Mirador (Hansen 1998, 2001;
Hansen and Guenter 2005), with unprecedented size and monumentality that surpassed any other
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site in the Maya Lowlands at the time. Nakbe, argued to have been a major site in the Middle
Preclassic Period, and El Mirador are considered the seats of the first Maya state in the core
region (Hansen 2001). Yet smaller sites in the core and the periphery, such as Lamanai, Cerros,
Ceibal, Cival, Tikal, El Palmar, Uaxactun, San Bartolo, Holmul, El Achiotal, among others, also
have archaeological evidence in favor of a complex political and economic organization. The
nature of the relationship between sites is still being studied, but recent discoveries suggest
interaction was not unilineal, top-down; rather, transactions were symbiotic among communities
of various levels of authority not necessarily dependent on their hierarchical ranking based on
their proximity to the core, but certainly correlated with their position on important routes
(Freidel 1979; Masson 2002; Rathje 1971).
It is not surprising, then, that many of the peripheral sites are located along major rivers
or along the coast, as canoe transportation facilitated moving larger quantities of bulk and
prestige items. But the core region in the Central Karstic Uplands could not be reached on major
rivers, at least not all the way to the site centers. Individuals had to move materials inland by
foot, passing through sites along the way. Transportation of bulk items by individual carriers has
been seen as negative evidence for subsistence-based interregional interaction, arguing that it
was restricted to exchange of prestige goods (Marcus 1983b; Masson 2002:19-20). The
widespread use of the Chicanel ceramic sphere throughout the Maya Lowlands in the Late
Preclassic Period is positive evidence indicative of wide exchange networks within the region.
Whether the spread of this homogeneous style of pottery was the result of emulation or
imposition is difficult to ascertain archaeologically, but it has been used to argue in favor of a
dominant political authority dictating stylistic patterns (Hansen 1998:76; Reese-Taylor and
Walker 2002).
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In an area considered sub-prime agriculturally, I argue that major sites maintained a
sustainable political economy through interregional exchange, and wetland routes were one way
of seasonally reaching sites not located along rivers or on other major communication corridors.
Seasonal canoe transportation of bulk goods was likely an option through most of the region and
a way of circumventing the difficult and limiting capacity of foot porters.

2.3.2.2. Seasonal Canoe Transportation
The southern Maya Lowlands are characterized by extensive and expansive wetlands,
which I describe in greater detail in Chapter 3 of this dissertation. It was this characteristic that
haunted scholars for decades because it was an environment not conducive to agriculture and
therefore unsustainable for the emergence and development of such an impressive civilization
(Meggers 1954). As highlighted above, the Maya were innovative with their agricultural
techniques and relied on long-distance and local interaction as supplementary to local
production. Given the interesting environmental features of the Lowlands, it is necessary to
explore the potential for wetland routes that would have complemented riverine canoe
transportation of bulk and prestige goods to areas thought to be accessible only over dry land.
Wetland routes were likely used for seasonal and permanent canoe transportation through a
landscape comprised of seasonally inundated bajos and small streams that facilitated access to
sites further inland from main rivers (see Finamore 2010; Scholes and Roys 1968).
If not year-round, seasonal canoe transportation through the bajos was feasible.
Historical documents from the Colonial Period contain valuable information regarding trade, the
routes, and forms of transport employed by the Maya population in the 15th century. Of
particular interest are the historical accounts regarding the Candelaria basin, just north of the
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wetland system in northwestern Petén, that were studied by Scholes and Roys (1968). The
inhabitants of the regions of Acalan and Tixchel were well-known merchants and traders that
moved throughout the region primarily by canoe, which was considered their ordinary means of
transportation (Scholes and Roys 1968:244). In fact, the word Acalan, known as the “Place of
Canoes,” derives from the Nahuatl term for “canoe” (acalli), for which the region was awarded
its name in historic times because “all travel and transportation were by canoe” (Scholes and
Roys 1968:50-51; Thompson 1970:7). The landscape is characterized by a network of rivers
connecting the Gulf Coast with the wetlands to the east, with the Candelaria River and its
tributaries meandering through them. Moreover, raised fields and canals were recognized during
areal survey of the region in 1968, which were attributed to a substantial “prehistoric” population
(Siemens and Puleston 1972:229).
In reality, the region is not too different from that of northwestern Petén, except it
appears to have many more rivers and less forest. In addition to the canal system built into the
wetlands (Siemens and Puleston 1972:235), there are some historical accounts that hint at the use
of seasonal drainages (Scholes and Roys 1968:276-277) to reach certain centers by canoe. Of
extreme curiosity is the following passage:
“Bernal Díaz tells us that while some of the towns were on terra firma, others were on
“something like islands,” and that he departed from the capital with eighty soldiers by
water and obtained one hundred canoe loads of food supplies from “certain [towns] lying
between some rivers.” Surely this would seem to indicate that a considerable part of the
population lived on the tributaries of the Candelaria above Pacaitun and Salto Ahogado.”
(Scholes and Roys 1968:51)
Overland dry routes were also used, but what this account suggests is that the inhabitants of this
region at the time of Spanish arrival were very dependent on canoe transport, and that when
favorable, canoe travel was preferred, not only for trading but for basic mobility. It is not
surprising then, that Spanish conquistador Hernán Cortés was guided through this region and
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down through northwestern Petén on his way to Honduras, partly taking advantage of the natural
water transport (Fig. 2.1) (Thompson 1970). Another historical reference comes from Cortés,
who wrote the following in one of his letters:
“There was not a single road to be found anywhere in the whole country nor any evidence
to show that it had been trod by human feet, because the Indians travel only by canoes on
account of those great rivers and marshes… The province is completely surrounded by
lagoons and estuaries … and it has even been said, although the truth of it is not yet
known, that they pass through there to the other sea, thus making the land called Yucatán
an island.” (Finamore 2010:146-147)
Cortés’ is referring to the marshes that stretch from Tabasco to the east, namely through
Tabasco, southern Campeche and northern Petén. The approximate route taken by Cortés
through Petén indicates he skirted around the Central Karstic Uplands along the western border,
passing through the wetlands very close to El Achiotal (Fig. 2.1). The dispersal of settlements
throughout the wetland region and along the rivers, in addition to the notorious use of canoes
observed in the Contact Period is very positive evidence in support of a similar system used in
antiquity throughout the region.
Major rivers in Petén were used in the Classic Period for transportation of people and
merchandise. Evidence of canoes paddles has been found at sites in Belize (McKillop 2010) and
at the site of Cancuen along the southern Pasión River (Alvarado 2011:77). Although not
substantive, there is epigraphic and iconographic evidence (Tokovinine and Beliaev 2013) of
canoe transportation inland, but by far navigation and trade are more extensively know from the
Contact Period (González de la Mata and Andrews 1998; Sharer and Traxler 2006). Wetland
routes are a topic that will become salient in future research, as increased data sheds light on the
intricate and complex nature of inter- and intraregional interaction. Much more work is needed
in the wetlands and drainage systems to understand seasonal inundation and canoe
transportation. The fact that historical documents allude to sites located on “islands” and “raised
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headlands” suggests that wetlands were continually inhabited (Scholes and Roys 1968:50-51).
Continuity of practices over centuries in Mesoamerica is well known, as historical documents
and many modern-day populations can attest to. It is not unreasonable, therefore, to consider
that the canoe system of transportation in place and so well-organized from the Contact Period in
Acalan would have its origins further back in time, even as far back as the Preclassic Period.

Figure 2.1. Map of the Maya region showing the approximate route Hernán Cortés took to cross
from Tabasco, Mexico to Naco, Honduras (after Thompson 1970:Map 1).
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Evidence for interregional exchange in the Preclassic is increasingly growing with data
that cannot be explained using a model founded on the use of pedestrian transportation only.
The number of sites in the wetlands is increasing, such as El Achiotal in the Preclassic and La
Corona, among others, in the Classic Period, contradicting previous notions of the region as
inhospitable. El Achiotal is a seasonal island site, similar to those in the Acalan region described
by Scholes and Roys, located in a drainage system connecting with major river networks that
could be reached by canoe. Eyewitness accounts in 2010 by forest rangers confirm waist deep
water surrounding the ridge where El Achiotal sits, sufficiently deep to navigate by canoe.

2.4. Reconsidering Political Authority: Preclassic Maya in the Southern Lowlands
Knowledge of the Preclassic Maya has significantly increased since the pioneering
archaeological investigations at Uaxactun, Tikal, Seibal, Altar de Sacrificios, and the New River
Valley sites in Belize (Coe 1982, 1990b; Hammond 1985, 1991; Pendergast 1981; Ricketson, et
al. 1937; Smith 1950; Willey 1973, 1975, 1982; Willey, et al. 1975), which provided substantial
data highlighting the complexities of the Preclassic Period. As a result of those early
investigations, for much of the second half of the 20th century, archaeologists have attempted to
understand the origin and development of early lowland Maya society. As explorations
increasingly uncovered Preclassic remains, theoretical models for understanding and
reconstructing the region’s culture history have been modified or replaced (Marcus 1993; Willey
1984). For instance, more recent discoveries at numerous sites such as Cerros, San Bartolo,
Holmul, Cival, Ceibal, El Mirador, Nakbe, Wakna, and El Achiotal, among others, have revealed
substantial evidence that confirms the Preclassic Period was not merely an evolutionary
precursor to the Early Classic, as was once thought (Coe and Coe 1956; Marcus 1993; Smith
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1937). Instead, the Preclassic was a period of emerging states, a sophisticated economy, and a
political ideology founded in economy and religion, characteristics already materialized by the
Middle and Late Preclassic (800 B.C.E. – 200 C.E.).
In the southern lowlands, sites like El Mirador, with the largest pyramids ever built in the
Maya area, and Nakbe are considered to have formed the earliest known state in this region
(Hansen 2001). In the Middle Preclassic, Nakbe already reflected status differentiation, complex
architecture, and was participating in long-distance trade (Clark and Hansen 2001:15; Hansen
1992, 1998, 2001). Later, around the 5th century B.C.E., El Mirador consolidated a system of
governance just as the Olmec site of La Venta was declining. Several sites in the Maya area
flourished during the Late Preclassic, a bustling time period with a well-established trade
network that also fomented the dispersion and sharing of ideologies and the establishment of
particular architectural and artistic canons (Coe 1977; Estrada-Belli 2011; Freidel, et al. n.d.;
Sharer and Traxler 2006:170, 180). Although the consolidation of power and the state was
largely innovative for the Preclassic Maya, they did assimilate certain aspects of Olmec
ideology, such as ascribing divine power to kings (Fields 1989; Fields and Reents-Budet 2005;
Guernsey 2006; K. F. Reilly 1991). Kingship was also the result, in great part, of long-distance
exchange and control over trade routes (Freidel and Reilly 2010; Rathje 1971, 1972; ReeseTaylor and Walker 2002). Middle Preclassic divine kingship of this nature has been found at
sites that interacted with the Gulf Coast Olmec, such as Chalcatzingo in Morelos (Grove 2000),
the Pacific coastal region of southeastern Mesoamerica (Clark and Pye 2000), as well as at sites
in the northern lowlands (Freidel, et al. n.d.; Stanton 2000). In the Middle Preclassic, divine
kingship may be present in the southern Maya Lowlands (Estrada-Belli 2006), but the
mechanisms by which that adoption occurred and its chronology remain obscure. Recent
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discoveries revealed evidence for early ritual and ceremonial architecture, alluding to the
intentionality of planned spaces for public use (Doyle 2012; Estrada-Belli 2011; Inomata, et al.
2013).
The Late Preclassic in the Maya Lowlands witnessed the flourishing of kingship
materialized in sophisticated artistic programs in murals, sculpted masks, carved stelae, and
settlement organization. Late Preclassic art was primarily concerned with concepts of religion
and ideology, two key components in the formation of early Maya governance (Demarest and
Conrad 1992; Estrada-Belli 2006; Freidel 1981). New research at lowland Preclassic sites
continues to expand the evidence for widespread participation in the institution of divine kings,
earlier hinted at by discoveries at peripheral sites like Cerros (Freidel 1979) and Lamanai
(Pendergast 1981). San Bartolo and Cival in northeastern Petén (Estrada-Belli 2006; Saturno, et
al. 2007; Urquizú and Saturno 2005), for example, have yielded elaborate and sophisticated Late
Preclassic monuments and murals revealing a development in complexity coeval with El
Mirador. Excavations at Ceibal produced marvelous evidence of greenstone axe caches and
ritual architecture dating to 1000 B.C.E., earlier than the advent of these styles of caches at La
Venta, where the concept supposedly developed, and the presence of an E-Group before any
other site in the Maya Lowlands (Inomata, et al. 2013).
The legacy of cultural evolutionary perspectives pertaining to societal development from
simple to complex has led us to assume that, for the most part, size and monumentality of Maya
centers are a direct reflection of hierarchical ranking between sites. Regional settlement
organization in the southern Maya Lowlands is often explained using a core-periphery model for
site hierarchy (Freidel, et al. 2002; Marcus 1993; Rathje 1972; Reese-Taylor and Walker 2002).
Furthermore, given the broad stylistic uniformity of the Chicanel ceramic sphere, it is assumed
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by scholars that Late Preclassic sites paralleled ceramic homogenization in other features and
adhered to a particular pattern dictated by a dominant and shared ideology (Hansen 1998:76).
Reese-Taylor and Walker (2002), writing from the vantage point of Cerros in Belize in particular
and the eastern lowlands in general, argue that the homogeneity of characteristic features
throughout the Late Preclassic was a direct result of efforts by El Mirador’s rulers to control
trade routes to its east. The symbiotic relationship between El Mirador and the sites believed to
fall under its influence is attested by similarities in artistic and architectural styles, site and
settlement orientation, and the presence of particular architectural complexes such as the EGroup. While the origin of E-Groups remains unknown and so far none have been discovered at
El Mirador, evidence from other sites in the Maya region suggests it developed independently
and parallel to those described in Chiapas and Tabasco (Clark and Hansen 2001; Doyle
2012:358; Inomata, et al. 2013). Recently, Doyle (2012:369) posited that E-Groups were
primary and necessary features of the Middle Preclassic sociopolitical structure supporting
interaction between sites. Evidence from El Palmar, Cival, and Ceibal indicate E-Groups were
the first centralized public spaces providing communities with a sense of group identity, and
were early monumental spaces used for sociopolitical cohesion and public rituals (Doyle
2012:370; Estrada-Belli 2011:68; Inomata, et al. 2013).
For the most part, until more concrete evidence from the Middle Preclassic Period is
uncovered surrounding E-Groups and confirmation is established regarding their presence or
absence at El Mirador, these traits are indications of a shared ideology and religion codified into
a complex system of symbols (Freidel 1981; Hansen 1998), promoting the notion of an
integrated political system in the Late Preclassic. As Marcus (1983a: 209) argues, a city’s
hierarchical position “can be based on political and administrative status, economic status, or
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ritual and religious status,” which reflects differential access to knowledge. The presence,
absence, or degree of representation of any of these features at a particular center thus dictates its
hierarchical position within the system. Reese-Taylor and Walker’s synthesis underscores the
paucity of data relevant to such political and economic schemes in the lowlands directly west of
El Mirador, Tikal, and other core area centers.
In this framework, the idea that smaller sites were under the auspices of or allied to
superior and dominant cities like El Mirador continues in Maya archaeology. This premise has
been further supported by the fact that many sites waned in the wake of El Mirador’s demise at
the end of the Late Preclassic. Others, like Tikal and Uaxactun, underwent changes that suggest
social unrest followed by recovery (Coe 1990b). On the other hand, Naachtun, located just east
of El Mirador, flourished between 150 and 300 C.E. after the fall of its neighbor less than 40 km
to the southwest (Reese-Taylor, et al. 2004). The connection between the decline of some sites
and the rise of others with what occured at El Mirador is plausible; however, the nature of El
Mirador’s control over routes to the west remains uncertain.
An important component missing in the Mirador-centric model is how this regional
sociopolitical system sustained itself. Previous research indicates the importance of trading
commodities between regions for a sustainable political economy, particularly in sub-prime
agricultural areas like the southern lowlands (Dahlin and Dahlin 1994; Dunning, et al. 2002;
Freidel and Reilly 2010; Masson and Freidel 2002; Rathje 1971, 1972, 2002; Reese-Taylor and
Walker 2002; Sharer and Traxler 2006). Frontier sites are elemental for studying interregional
economic interactions (Green and Perlman 1985; Lightfoot and Martinez 1995). Examples from
the northern Yucatán, such as Xtobo, indicate that frontier sites are often anomalous with respect
to sites located in the core areas. Xtobo is a small, moderate center with “complexities often
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reserved for larger sites” (Anderson 2005), such as ballcourts. The relevance here is the
precocious presence of the rubber ball game. Rubber balls as offerings are present in El Manatí
lagoon in the Gulf Coast heartland of the Olmec civilization at 1600 B.C.E. radiocarbon years
(Hosler, et al. 1999). Therefore, it is possible that the game was adopted in this Maya frontier
zone of northwestern Yucatán as part of a trade network moving salt to Veracruz (Sharer and
Traxler 2006). Another frontier site example is Ceibal, located on the Pasión River in
southwestern Petén, where recent research demonstrates that during the Middle Preclassic Ceibal
was expressing styles generally associated with Olmec sites, earlier than evidence known from
core centers in the Maya Lowlands (Inomata, et al. 2013; Inomata, et al. 2009).
Frontier regions west of the core plateau of north-central Petén (traditionally termed the
Mirador Basin) remain largely unknown. El Achiotal is geographically peripheral to plateau
core centers by its location in an ecotone, or a boundary between ecosystems, for example
between wetlands and uplands, that are extremely important buffers (Holland, et al. 1990). In
this case, the ecotone is the transitional area between bajos and river systems in northwestern
Petén and the elevated karstic plateau extending eastward. As an ecotone, it is similar to regions
that Rathje called “buffer zones” where important polities would be established for the exchange
of goods (Rathje 1972). Furthermore, the extensive water system extending westward from El
Achiotal would have facilitated the transportation of bulk goods and commodities by canoe in
and out of the core region.
There is yet much to be learned about the origins and development of socio-political
complexity in the Maya Lowlands. Increasing amounts of evidence continue to highlight the
challenges in identifying process and structure in the archaeological record. At the same time,
new discoveries continue to push further back in time the appearance of indicators of socio-
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political complexity, calling for the formulation of fresh and innovative research questions and
approaches.
What is clear, however, is that in the Early Preclassic Period the Maya Lowlands were
dotted with sedentary settlements, many of which are proving to be rich with data regarding the
beginnings of public rituals and ceremonial spaces. As recent evidence from Ceibal reveals,
traits once attributed to the spread of state control are turning up several centuries earlier. These
data vastly change our perspective on the political geography of the Preclassic Period, as it
suggests that small sites outside the core engaged in processes of change —by emulation or
innovation remains to be determined— and were certainly influential. With the Ceibal example
in mind, we are not obliged to not only reconsider the processes of change from a chronological
and geographical viewpoint, but a functional one as well. In this regard, many questions remain
unanswered, such as whether E-Groups in the Early Preclassic were functionally the same as
those in the Late Preclassic, formalized into ritual space in public architecture.
By the Middle and Late Preclassic Periods, settlement in the Maya Lowlands appears to
have dramatically increased in density and complexity. Many more sites reveal evidence for
ceremonially planned public spaces, ritually-charged deposits, and a growing set of shared
practices bridging societies into a greater political system. Interaction between sites within
proximity of each other as well as over long distances is apparent in the distribution of material
culture and symbol systems. Increasingly, long-distance trade and interaction seem to have
played a greater role in the advent and development of the Maya state than previously
considered. In looking at the political geography of the Late Preclassic Period, my research at El
Achiotal aims to bring forth the significant role of frontier sites, particularly in the western
border of the Central Karstic Uplands. Further, its geographic location also calls attention to the
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use of wetland routes for seasonal canoe transportation in areas previously considered
inhospitable and extremely difficult to travel through.
There is no doubt that the lowland Maya reached state-level political organization by the
Late Preclassic Period. Numerous sites throughout the region were participating within the
political system, as exhibited in their adherence to canons of that Period, such as architectural
styles and city layouts, a shared symbolic vocabulary, and a homogeneous ceramic sphere.
Lacking in the present dataset is how the political system was organized over the landscape and
the processes of interaction among sites. While we use models to explain our datasets, these are
continually changing as more evidence is produced in the field, challenging our interpretations
on a regular basis. With that in mind, I expect the present dissertation to make a contribution to
current models on statehood in the Maya region by pursuing new lines of thought. Using the
evidence from El Achiotal, I hope to broaden our perspective on the complex dynamics of the
political and economic system operating in the Maya Lowlands during the Preclassic Period.
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CHAPTER 3
GEOGRAPHICAL SETTING AND RESEARCH BACKGROUND

3.1. Geographical Setting
An understanding of the geographic setting of El Achiotal is critical to substantiate my
discussion about the political geography of the Maya Lowlands in relation to frontier zones as
well as wetland routes. There are multiple components to the significance of El Achiotal’s
geographic position that merit attention in detail and which I present here with emphasis on the
general objectives of my argument. These components include a basic description of the site’s
location and its surroundings, more in depth description of northwestern Petén’s physiography, a
description of the wetlands and the nature of settlement within, an overview of the
paleoenvironment, its position in an ecotone and the relevant implications. I also take the
opportunity in this chapter to present a brief description of other research at El Achiotal that was
carried out simultaneously by other scholars, which will help chronologically contextualize my
discussion.

3.1.1. General Description
A brief description of the geographical features of the region surrounding El Achiotal is
important to my argument about its location being strategic in the communication network
between the major capitals on the Central Karstic Uplands9 (Reese-Taylor, et al. 2011) and the
west, via the wetland drainage system down to the San Pedro Mártir River that debouches into
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This region is referred to as the “Mirador Basin” by Hansen (2001) and as the “Petén Karst Plateau” by Dunning
and Beach (2000:191). The term Central Karstic Uplands was promoted by Marcello Canuto, Kathryn ReeseTaylor, the author and several others during a roundtable session titled “25 Años de Investigaciones Preclásicas en la
Meseta Cárstica Central” at the annual Simposio de Arqueología Guatemalateca in 2011.
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the Usumacinta River. As a country, Guatemala is divided into 22 Departamentos —similar to a
state or province— of which Petén is the largest. Petén comprises the northern territory of
Guatemala, covering 35,854 km2 (Curtis, et al. 1998; Schwartz 1990:10). On its western and
northern modern political borders, the department of Petén adjoins with the Mexican states of
Chiapas, Tabasco, and Campeche and to the east with the country of Belize.
Northern Petén comprises the Maya Biosphere Reserve (MBR), the largest natural
reserve in Central America, incorporating 13,036 km2 and divided into three management zones:
Core, Multiple-Use and Buffer Zones (Baur, et al. 2008:5; WCS n.d.:10). The MBR has a great
biological diversity, containing over 100 species of mammals and over 400 species of birds,
including the Scarlet Macaw (Ara macao cyanoptera) (Boyd and McNab 2011; WCS n.d.). The
Multiple-Use Zone in the MBR is subdivided into 14 forestry concessions that are managed by
specific communities and logging companies, and overseen by the Consejo Nacional de Areas
Protegidas (CONAP), or National Council for Protected Areas.
Overall, Petén forms part of the Yucatan Platform made up of carbonate rock, namely
limestone, and is geologically characterized by a broken karst topography covered in humid
subtropical forest, grasslands, swamps and rivers, and with altitude ranging between 100-400
m.a.s.l., but reaching up to 800-1000 m in some areas, (Demarest 2004:122; Dunning, et al.
1998:88; Lundell 1937; 1938:37; Schwartz 1990:12-15; Sharer and Traxler 2006:46). Together
with the Yucatan Peninsula, Belize, and areas of Tabasco and Chiapas, the Petén comprises the
cultural region known as the Maya Lowlands because of the generally low altitude throughout
the area, similarities in cultural material, chronology and linguistic affiliation (Fig. 3.1). The
Maya Lowlands are not a homogeneous landscape; on the contrary, the environment of the
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lowlands is quite diverse with variation in soils, rainfall, drainage, vegetation, and
geomorphology. Some descriptions of the Yucatan Peninsula separate the area into zones,

Figure 3.1. Map of the Maya Lowlands with general subdivisions and the location of famous
sites, including El Achiotal, as reference (modified from Martin and Grube 2000:10).

62

regions or districts according to its varied physiography (Dunning, et al. 1998; Wilson 1980:7).
Calling it a “mosaic” landscape, Dunning et al. (1998) subdivided the Maya Lowlands into 27
adaptive agricultural regions based on several factors, including known physiographic regions,
vegetation, hydrology and rainfall, among others (Fig. 3.2). These subdivisions are heuristic in
nature and were primarily created to highlight “variation in environmentally-linked agricultural
systems” across the region (Dunning, et al. 1998:91). These subdivisions were applied to
understand pre-Hispanic settlement primarily during the Classic Period, and not so much so for
understanding how the first populations developed in such varied landscape.
At the time that early explorers visited the area, Petén’s environmental variability was
often overseen, as it was masked by dense vegetation cover and limited road-systems. With the
appearance of a vast region covered in subtropical rainforest and early studies that focused on the
relationship between human populations and the environment, it was thought that such
conditions were not conducive to agricultural productivity. As a result, a major question among
early scholars was how the Maya civilization emerged and was able to sustain large population
densities in this subtropical environment (Dahlin and Dahlin 1994; Demarest 2004; Dunning and
Beach 2000; Dunning, et al. 1998; Dunning, et al. 2002; Hansen 2001; Hansen, et al. 2002;
Lundell 1938; Meggers 1954; Pohl, et al. 1996; Wahl, et al. 2006; Wahl, Byrne, et al. 2007;
Wahl, Schreiner, et al. 2007). As a discipline, Anthropology has always tried to understand the
relationship between culture and environment and to define the cultural processes that enabled
populations to develop and adapt to each environmental setting (Pohl 1985; Vayda 1969). The
question about the ancient Maya’s sustaining capacity in their given setting is based on
preconceived notions that rainforest soils were highly leached and were not conducive to
agricultural intensification (Jacob 1995). In1954, Meggers postulated the law of environmental
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Figure 3.2. Dunning et al.’s subdivision of the Maya Lowlands into 27 adaptive agricultural
regions (Adapted from Dunning et al. 1998:Fig. 1).
limitation that stated, “the level to which a culture can develop is dependent upon the agricultural
potentiality of the environment it occupies” (Meggers 1954:815). The lowland environment
where the Maya flourished was included into a tropical category of sub-prime agricultural
conditions that did not have the potential for maximum cultural development. Meggers
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(1954:817) noted that it was “unusual” for the Classic Maya to have acquired the cultural
achievements for which they are famous in the lowland environment, and therefore they must
have been introduced from elsewhere or that the population arrived with set knowledge and
skills.
While scholars no longer rely on environmental determinism when explaining the
development of the Maya civilization, this question has somewhat remained of particular interest
in the region of north-central Petén, where the largest urban centers of the Preclassic Period
emerged. Evidence for large populations settling in northern Petén is well documented
archaeologically, specifically in the region commonly referred to as the Mirador Basin, including
the well-known archaeological sites of Nakbe and El Mirador, among others (Hansen 2001;
Hansen and Guenter 2005; Matheny 1980; Matheny and Matheny 2011), and studies continue to
address the issue of sustainability. Contrary to earlier research, which tried to explain cultural
development based on environmental conditions, today the focus has shifted towards explanatory
models of the processes that led to population sustainability. The interest is not only in trying to
understand agricultural systems, but more importantly seeking to define models of political
economy that explain how Maya society flourished (Lohse 2013; Masson and Freidel 2002).
Paleoclimatic and paleoenvironmental research in the Maya Lowlands in general has
helped understand how society developed and sustained itself under the various particular
geographic and ecological conditions of the Petén. Sedimentary cores, pollen analysis and
geoarchaeology provide data to reconstruct past agricultural systems and environmental history,
and can be studied parallel to and correlated with the cultural history known from archaeological
evidence (Dahlin and Dahlin 1994; Dunning and Beach 2000; Dunning, et al. 1998; Dunning, et
al. 2002; Hansen, et al. 2002; Matheny and Matheny 2011; Wahl, et al. 2006). Studies have been
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carried out in the lakes district of central Petén (Curtis, et al. 1998; Deevey, et al. 1979; Leyden
1987), in northern Belize (Beach, et al. 2013; Harrison 1990) and northern Yucatan (Hodell, et
al. 2001; Hodell, et al. 1995; Leyden, et al. 1998), in the Petexbatun region of southwestern
Petén (Dunning and Beach 2000), as well as northern Petén (Ferrand, et al. 2012; Hansen, et al.
2002; Wahl, et al. 2006; Wahl, Byrne, et al. 2007; Wahl, Schreiner, et al. 2007). In addition to
providing a glimpse into the past environment and about the landscape modifications and
hydrologic management, most of these studies also incorporate investigations on ancient
agricultural systems and address the relationship between climate change and the Maya collapse
of the 9th century (Deevey, et al. 1979).

3.1.2. Northwestern Petén
Northwestern Petén is an extensive wetland environment that drains westward into the
Candelaria, San Pedro, and Usumacinta river systems. The wetlands include seasonally
inundated areas or bajos and depressions that retain water perennially, called civales (Dunning,
et al. 2002:268-269). In Dunning et al.’s (1998:93) subdivision of the lowlands into
environmentally-linked agricultural systems, northwestern Petén falls within region #13, called
“the Rio Candelaria—Rio San Pedro.” According to the author’s description, this region is
“composed of these two rivers, numerous meandering tributary streams, many shallow lakes,
extensive alluvial deposits, and generally low relief. Soils are hydromorphic and either
perennially or seasonally inundated except in isolated elevated areas (Gunn, Folan, and
Robichaux 1995)” (Dunning, et al. 1998:93). Region #14, the “Peten Karst Plateau” (sic), is
adjacent and to the east of region 13 and comprises primarily the area known in the literature as
the “Mirador Basin” (Hansen, et al. 2009). It was described by Dunning, et al. (1998:93) as
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“large, irregular depressions dispersed among undulating, well-drained upland areas” that extend
from Calakmul to Tikal and Naranjo.” Region #14 thus coincides with the area here called
Central Karstic Uplands, proposed during a conference in 2011 by several scholars, including the
author (Reese-Taylor, et al. 2011). The map showing the subdivision of the Maya Lowlands into
27 regions does not include topographic information or geographic landmarks, yet the division
between regions 13 and 14 appears to fall roughly along the western edge of the Central Karstic
Uplands and its border with the wetlands (see Fig. 3.2).
Along the southeast, the Central Karstic Uplands are defined by escarpments that run
northeast-southwest in both Mexico and Guatemala, while the north and northwest is defined by
the Xbonil Hills. The west side of the uplands has a less pronounced limit and instead descends
gradually, over shallower escarpments, into the wetland region that extends to the Gulf Coast of
Mexico (Fig. 3.3). Definition of the western ecotone between the uplands and the wetlands
depends on the scale of observation. Although with less pronounced escarpment ridges then on
the east and south sides of the Central Karstic Uplands, the western border does have a relatively
well-marked escarpment that separates the uplands from the wetlands, which is what I take to be
an ecotone. In the vicinity of the site of El Achiotal, there are sections of the escarpment that are
prominently sharp and relatively high. Within proximity of the site, approximately 4-5 km north
and south, moving between the uplands and the wetlands requires hiking and balancing on very
steep terrain and only a number of spots provide a gradual descent/ascent. Finding these points
of entry in order to cross the bajos and reach the site was challenging, and once a path was
established it still entailed hiking a rough and broken terrain every day between site and camp.
For the most part, the gradual descents/ascents coincide with east-west depressions dividing the
upland terrain. These depressions likely serve as drainages for the uplands during the wet
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Figure 3.3. Northeast perspective of the Central Karstic Uplands showing the gradual descent
into the western wetlands and El Achiotal’s location (no scale, map by M. Canuto, courtesy of
PRALC. Ministerio de Cultura y Deportes de Guatemala).
season, flooding the bajos and civales. Zooming out and viewing the area from a broad scale,
however, the western border of the Central Karstic Uplands is substantially more gradual than in
the south and east (Fig. 3.4.), and from this broader perspective the uplands and the wetlands
appear to gradually merge.
In comparison with other areas of the Maya Lowlands, little archaeological research has
taken place in the northwestern region of Petén because of the extensive wetland system and the
lack of large, prominent, known centers. Several archaeological sites are known within the area,
although largely Classic Period occupations, (re)discovered during visits by Ian Graham
(Graham 2010), an expedition by the Universidad de San Carlos de Guatemala in the late ‘80s
(Chinchilla and Benítez 1992; Leal, et al. 1988), oil explorations, and by chicleros and xateros.10
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  

10

Local name attributed to people who ventured into the forest to collect rubber and xate (a specific kind of palm
leaf), respectively. These activities led to increased looting of archaeological sites during the second half of the 20th
century.
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Figure 3.4. Map of the Central Karstic Uplands in the southern Maya Lowlands, including
Preclassic sites of relevance in relation to the regional topography and rivers (map by M.
Canuto, courtesy of PRALC. Ministerio de Cultura y Deportes de Guatemala).
Aside from surveys in the western region of the Laguna del Tigre National Park in the ‘80s, no
formal and systematic reconnaissance took place in the area prior to the recent efforts by the
Proyecto Regional Archaeológico La Corona and the work by Carlos R. Chiriboga (2011, 2012).
The current environmental conditions make working in the area quite challenging and limited to
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the dry months of the year, which is probably the reason why research was not attractive in this
region previously.

3.1.3. Bajo Environment and Settlement Patterns
Northern Petén in general, and northwestern Petén specifically, are characterized by
diverse soils, forests and bajos —seasonal wetlands covered in shrubs, thorny plants, palms and
mostly trees that grow short, crooked, and tangly (Wahl, et al. 2006:381; Wahl, Schreiner, et al.
2007:214). Wetlands and bajos cover about 40 and 60% of the area in the southern and central
lowlands, respectively (Dunning, et al. 2002:269; Wahl, Schreiner, et al. 2007:214), and this
includes northwestern Petén (Hansen, et al. 2002:290). Within the bajos, which can reach up to
several hundred square kilometers, there are also perennially wet depressions, or civales, which
tend to contain sedges, ferns and grasses (Dunning, et al. 2002:269; Wahl, et al. 2006:382; Wahl,
Byrne, et al. 2007). Today, civales are abundant in northwestern Petén, providing year-round
sources of water for animals, communities and archaeological research projects. In the rainy
season (late May-October), bajos can accumulate two or more meters of water and because of a
thick layer of clay that forms at the floor they can retain water for several months (Dunning, et
al. 2002:269; Wahl, Byrne, et al. 2007:814). Based on personal observations in the field, it only
takes one heavy rainfall overnight to accumulate about a foot of water in some bajos, depending
on their size, and it takes over a week for that water to evaporate, drain or be absorbed by the
porous limestone subsurface. Thus, several months of rain produce several meters of water that
drain or are absorbed quite slowly. A fluctuation of up to 10 m of water is documented to
accumulate in some wetlands of Petén, such as in the Petexbatun region (Dunning and Beach
2000:186). Comparable to this region, although documented for the Postclassic Period, is the
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wetland system in the Candelaria Basin on the Mexican side of the border, just north of the
region in question. Part of the same wetland system, in the Postclassic the Acalan-Chontal
population used canoe transport to move across the landscape and in between sites located on
elevated terrain or islands (Scholes and Roys 1968). Movement was over long distances from
the Gulf Coast up the Candelaria, with a series of canals branching out into the wetlands.
Vegetation is varied in the interior bajos of Petén and depends greatly on the lengths of
the periods of inundation and desiccation of each region (Dunning, et al. 2002:269). Soils in the
bajos are clay Vertisols that expand, contract and crack when dry, while civales, which are
perennially wet, have organic Histosols, or peats/muck, both of which are arguably not ideal for
agricultural activities (Dunning, et al. 2002:269; Hansen, et al. 2002:281). Histosols from
civales were used in construction at various sites in the Preclassic Period, appearing as
foundation over bedrock in the earliest construction phases of buildings (Hansen 1998; Inomata,
et al. 2013; Parris 2011).
Water is an important resource when choosing a location for settlement. With an average
annual rainfall of 1500 – 2000 mm, mostly falling between May and December, and extensive
wetland systems, one would expect water availability not to be a problem. But because of the
nature of the karst topography and the wet/dry season cycle of the year, water evaporates and is
absorbed into an underground system, only retained in a few places, namely civales (Dunning, et
al. 2002:269). Some scholars, however, consider these specific environmental conditions as
attractive to the ancient Maya when choosing the location for high-density population settlement
in the Preclassic Period (Hansen, et al. 2002:278). There are some differences of opinion
regarding the implications of the environmental and geographical conditions for high-density
settlement in northern Petén. Differences may lie in the fact that the central karstic upland’s
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environment is quite different from that of the northwestern wetlands, where there is a larger
number of civales and where swampy conditions appear to be more prolonged throughout the
year. Regardless, the fact is that large populations did settle and subsisted in this region for
centuries. Environmental degradation has been considered factor in the decline of the earliest
and largest centers in the uplands during the second century AD (Hansen, et al. 2002:287). The
different hydrological conditions of northwestern Petén suggest that the population there might
not have suffered similar degradations, but did feel the repercussions of the regional effects from
a political and economic standpoint.

Figure 3.5. Map of northwestern Petén showing location of El Achiotal in relation to other
Preclassic sites and the Classic site of La Corona. Rectangle represents the study area covered
by PRALC (map by M. Canuto, courtesy of PRALC, Ministerio de Cultura y Deportes de
Guatemala).
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Contrary to the environmental conditions of the Central Karstic Uplands, northwestern
Petén has much more surface water in the form or civales. The vastness of the wetlands has led
to the assumption that population density was lower than in other regions, or at least that the
number of archaeological sites was low. As a result, no formal archaeological survey was
carried out in a systematic fashion until 2010 when Carlos R. Chiriboga (2011:23) began such an
effort. Chiriboga’s method utilized Topographic Position Index (TPI) to determine an index of
topographic prominence, in conjunction with topographic analysis to create models of the
drainage systems in northwestern Petén, all of which could be used to predict site location based
on flood levels (Chiriboga 2011:25). Preliminary results supported the method and model.
Within the research area of the Proyecto Regional Arqueológico La Corona (PRALC), which
incorporates 2,319 km2 of the northwestern section of the MBR (Fig. 3.5), Chiriboga defined
topographically low areas as representing 55% of the total research area, equivalent to 1,270 km2
(Chiriboga 2011:27). Furthermore, using Moving Window Algorithm at 30 cells radius and 10
cells radius, Chiriboga identified 302 km2 (13% of total area) and 154 km2 (6.6% of total area),
respectively, of areas that always remained above flood level (Chiriboga 2011:Figs. 2.3 and 2.4).
Over the first two seasons of his research, Chiriboga visited the areas that the model predicted
would be ideal for settlement, which successfully resulted in 34 surveyed sites in the region
(Chiriboga 2011, 2012). Preliminary observation of the pottery collected from looter’s trenches,
surface, and test pits indicates the occupation of these sites ranges from the Preclassic through
the Classic Periods (Chiriboga 2012). Site location is consistently on elevated terrain and from
what the survey results indicate so far, they tend to follow the escarpment line of what I
identified as an ecotone between the Central Karstic Uplands and the northwestern wetlands
(Acuña 2010:3).
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3.1.4. Paleoenvironment
In comparison with the adjacent north-central uplands and the lakes region of central
Petén, virtually no research on paleoenvironment has been undertaken in the northwest. Perhaps
the reason is that the extensive bajos have made scholars assume that the region was mostly
inhospitable (Wahl, Schreiner, et al. 2007:212) and soils there not good for agriculture (Dunning,
et al. 2002:269; Meggers 1954). A contrary opinion, however, indicates that if the region was a
marshy wetland in the past as it is today, that populations would have been driven towards the
area because of the higher fertility of swamp soils for agricultural purposes (Hansen, et al.
2002:290). Other regions in the Maya Lowlands have been extensively investigated (e.g.
northeastern Petén, Tikal, Yaxha, San Bartolo, the Mirador Basin) to determine suitability of
population sustainability in the bajo environments (Dunning, et al. 1998; Dunning, et al.
2002:271; Wahl, Schreiner, et al. 2007:213). Hansen et al. (2002:286-287) identified massive
importation of cival mud for the construction of Middle and Late Preclassic garden terraces at
Nakbe and perhaps at El Mirador, attesting to the agricultural system that enabled large
populations to settle in that region. To date, there is no comparable evidence for any kind of
agricultural system in northwestern Petén due to the lack of research.
Paleoenvironmental investigations closest to El Achiotal include a 7.28-m sediment core
taken from Lake Puerto Arturo in 2001 (Wahl, et al. 2006:382). Lake Puerto Arturo (17°32’N,
90°11’W) is only 3.5 km north of El Achiotal’s ceremonial center and 1.5 km west of the Central
Karstic Uplands border with the wetlands (Wahl, et al. 2006:381) (Fig. 3.6). While pollen
evidence is not a reliable source to reconstruct the environmental conditions of the past,
particularly when there is intensive human disturbance (Leyden 2002), it is worth mentioning
some of the results from the sediment core extracted out of Lake Puerto Arturo. Furthermore,
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results and interpretations are entirely in relation to the Central Karstic Uplands (Mirador Basin,
specifically), which lie to the east and northeast of the lake. However, the results of the core
merit reviewing given the lake’s proximity to El Achiotal.
Results indicate the lake formed in the Holocene with a Pleistocene aged bottom
(>55,500 14C yr B.P.) at 7.15 m deep (Wahl, et al. 2006:385). The study reports a very early
appearance of Zea (~2,650 B.C.) concurrent with Ambrosia (an agricultural weed, or some other
kind of disturbance) and an increase in Poaceae, which the authors attribute to the arrival of
agriculture in the area, or perhaps changing climate (Wahl, et al. 2006:385-386). The Late
Preclassic Period falls within the study’s Zone 2 (2.46 m to 1.00 m; ca. 3400 cal yr B.P. to ca.
1000 cal yr B.P.), which dates from 1450 B.C.E. to 950 C.E., where there is no mention of the
presence of Zea but there was an apparent increase in Ambrosia, particularly close to 100 C.E.
(Op. Cit.). An interesting result is the high percentages of Poaceae in the early Holocene that
suggest that civales were more extensive then they are today (Wahl, et al. 2006:387). Similar
studies carried out at La Milpa in Belize; Nakbe, Tikal and Yaxha in Petén support the argument
that the bajos contained larger perennially wet areas, and the transition to smaller civales and
larger seasonally inundated regions occurred around 2,000 years ago (Dunning, et al. 2002:277278; Jacob 1995). This date agrees and coincides approximately with the decline and
abandonment of the large Preclassic center of El Mirador around 100-150 C.E., indicating that
during the height of the Preclassic cultural growth the region likely provided more sustainable
living conditions. While the data are compelling, I find enough discrepancies in the
interpretations and see no clear picture of the paleoenvironment of the Preclassic Period. Pollen
analyses in lake sediments reveal changes in the vegetation, but it remains unresolved whether
they are the result of human disturbance or climate change. Perhaps the results that do remain
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somewhat reliable are those that represent changes in particular kinds of plants, like grasses and
sedges that suggest larger expanses of wetter terrain. The evidence for greater and larger number
of civales and wet conditions overall, supports my proposal that the region around El Achiotal
provided favorable conditions for a navigable route between the San Juan River and the Central
Karstic Uplands, enabling a westward communication and trade network.

3.1.5. Ecotone
In ecology, an ecotone is defined as “a zone of transition between adjacent ecological
systems having a set of characteristics uniquely defined by space and time scales and by the
strength of the interactions between adjacent ecological systems” (Décamps and Naiman 1990:3;
see also Kolasa and Zalewski 1995). As a result, it is characterized by certain mechanisms that
do not appear exclusively in either of the two adjoining ecosystems (Décamps and Naiman
1990:2). Rather than simply being an edge or a boundary, however, ecotones also have external
and internal boundaries that separate distinct vegetation patches, which are dependent on spatial
resolution and scale (Kolasa and Zalewski 1995). Ecotones are common between aquatic and
terrestrial systems, including wetlands and uplands, yet there is a substantial lack of published
data on wetland ecotones. The margins of wetlands are fundamentally ecotones or “an
ecosystem between ecosystems” (Siemens 2004). In this sense, the landscape boundary that
transitions from the karstic uplands to the western wetlands of northwestern Petén is an ecotone.
Ecotones can correlate with frontier zones, becoming extremely important buffers (Holland, et
al. 1990:187; cf. Rathje 1972). It is not a straight geographical division; instead, it is a sinuous
line across the landscape. Ecotones are important because they modify habitat and can have an
effect on other factors, such as wind, hydrology, and light conditions (Kolasa and Zalewski
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1995:4), perhaps improving the living conditions within it in comparison to those outside. The
Central Karstic Uplands provided dryer terrain year-round but had less fertile soils, whereas the
wetlands provided long-term water supply, canoe navigation towards major trade routes (i.e. San
Pedro Mártir River) and slightly more fertile soils. More importantly, populations living in the
buffer would benefit from the biodiversity of both neighboring zones, in addition to that of the
ecotone itself.
As an ecotone, the area between the uplands and the wetlands serves as a boundary of the
culturally defined core area of Maya civilization, regions that Rathje called “buffer zones” where
important polities would be established for the exchange of goods (Rathje 1972). These interior
frontier zones are suitable locations for the establishment of way stations between major trade
routes and developing cities in the core or in other regions. The extensive water system
extending westward from El Achiotal would have facilitated the transportation of bulk goods and
commodities by canoe in and out of the core region, in a westward direction towards the larger
river systems. The geographic and environmental conditions support the proposal that El
Achiotal was located in a frontier zone to the core of the Maya lowland and the large
monumental centers on the Central Karstic Uplands.

3.2. El Achiotal: location and setting
El Achiotal is located in the northern municipio of San Andrés, Petén, Guatemala, on the
western border of the AFISAP11 forestry concession. AFISAP comprises 520 km2 (52,000
hectares) of forested land within the Maya Biosphere Reserve. It is surrounded by other forestry
concessions to the east and by the Biological Corridor (linking the Laguna del Tigre and El
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  

11

AFISAP is the Spanish acronym for Asociación Forestal Integrada de San Andrés, Petén, or Integrated Forestry
Asociation of San Andrés, Petén.
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Mirador-Río Azul National Parks) to the north and west. There are no modern settlements
located within this area; the only people who inhabit it are the rangers who are on rotating shifts
and who patrol the concession boundaries on the lookout for illegal trespassing and settlements,
forest fires, poaching and other illicit activity. In addition to AFISAP guards there is another
camp used by officials from CONAP.12 This entity is in charge of controlling and monitoring
the people who enter and exit the area on the road and generally their presence is to help deter
the encroachment of illegal settlements, poachers, looters, traffic or narcotics, extraction of
precious woods and other resources from the Maya Biosphere Reserve.
Running through the AFISAP concession in a general southeast-northwest orientation is
the western limit of the Central Karstic Uplands. In the area most immediate to El Achiotal, this
border loops eastward, forming the shape of a horseshoe, and is characterized by an escarpment
of approximately 40-50 m connecting with the bajos that extend in a western direction.
The ceremonial center of El Achiotal was constructed on the southern portion of a karstic
ridge that rises from the bajos about 40 m13, located in the narrow entrance to the omega-shape
of the uplands’ karstic edge (90°12’8.304 W; 17°29’24.421 N) (Fig. 3.6). The elongated ridge,
measuring 700 x 200 m, has a general southwestern to northeastern orientation and its edges are
quite steep, dropping down into the surrounding bajos and civales. Large civales are located to
the east, west, and south, which merge with inundated bajos during the wet season from June
through December. In 2010 we opened a new trail that connected the camp with the site.
Following rules established by AFISAP and CONAP about what plants and trees could be cut,
avoiding civales and overall the thorny and intertwined nature of the bajo vegetation made this
endeavor very challenging. The GPS provided the orientation, but the topography,
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  

12

CONAP is the Spanish acronym for Consejo Nacional de Áreas Protegidas, or National Council for Protected
Areas.
13
Detailed settlement description is provided in Chapter 5 of this dissertation.	
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Figure 3.6. Regional map showing the location of El Achiotal in the ecotone with the Central
Karstic Uplands to the east and the wetlands to the west. Lake Puerto Arturo is located directly
north of El Achiotal (cartographer M. Canuto, courtesy of PRALC. Ministerio de Cultura y
Deportes de Guatemala).
physiography, hydrology, and vegetation really determined the course of the path. Several times,
we had to retrace our steps and attempt a new route because there was a large cival, the
vegetation was too thick and gnarly to cut through, or the drop in terrain was too steep and
dangerous. After 5 days, however, we had a fairly direct path that resulted in slightly over 4 km
from camp to site (Fig. 3.7). The last kilometer closest to the site was perhaps the hardest to
open and walk through as it cut across high, thick, sharp sedges comprising the dry end of a
cival, impossible to cross in the wet season by foot. Because my work is in the dry season, I do
not experience the bajos and the civales in their highest flood level during the wet season; but as
mentioned above, rangers report knee to waist-deep water levels each year. Further, the rangers
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informed me that there is no dry way to reach the ceremonial center of El Achiotal without
canoeing, as the ridge becomes surrounded by water. Of course, presently this varies yearly
depending on the amount of rainfall.

Figure 3.7. Regional map showing the location of the archaeological site of El Achiotal, the
location of the two camps and the access trails to the site. “Camp Achiotal” is used principally
by CONAP and for years the army also was stationed there, and was used by the project in 2009.
“Buena Vista,” to the north, is the official camp used by AFISAP and where we set up camp in
2010-11 (map courtesy of PRALC. Ministerio de Cultura y Deportes de Guatemala).
The closest known major Preclassic centers are Xulnal and Tintal, located to the northeast
of El Achiotal on route towards El Mirador (see Fig. 3.4). Interestingly, a 23 km-long ancient
limestone causeway connects El Tintal with El Mirador, facilitating mobility and transportation
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between them (Hernández and Schreiner 2006). The Classic Period site of La Corona is located
20 km west of El Achiotal. Aside from these sites, maps of the Maya area do not show other
sites, including El Achiotal. During the recent reconnaissance efforts by Carlos Chiriboga,
however, several sites have been added to the map, including some in close proximity to El
Achiotal (Fig. 3.8) (Chiriboga 2011, 2012). Their chronological placement is difficult at this
time and only based on very preliminary and cursory observations, I identified some Preclassic
pottery recovered from test pits in the plazas of some of the sites. In addition to small
ceremonial centers, Chiriboga also found what appeared to be a small architectural cluster, called
El Zancudero, associated with several limestone quarries only 3.8 km northeast of El Achiotal
(Chiriboga 2011:31). Pottery recovered from surface collections indicated a Preclassic
component.
When attempting to establish a path to reach the site center, we came upon a small
residential group 1.5 km north of the ceremonial center (called “res Group” in Fig. 3.8). It
consisted of three mounds arranged around a small patio, constructed on a very small
promontory or natural mound and surrounded by bajos. No materials were found on the surface,
but its proximity to the site suggests it was likely contemporaneous. I propose that there are
likely many other small residential groups that spot the high grounds within the bajos and
civales. The ceremonial center does not appear to have a residential component, perhaps because
the population was scattered throughout the area, leaving the site center strictly for ceremonial,
political, and economic functions.
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Figure 3.8. Regional map with the location of surrounding sites identified by Carlos R.
Chiriboga during his survey in 2010 (map by C. R. Chiriboga, courtesy of PRALC. Ministerio
de Cultura y Deportes de Guatemala).

3.3. Research Background
3.3.1. Regional Research Background
In the immediate regional surroundings of El Achiotal there has been very little
archaeological research. In fact, there have been no systematic investigations at some of the
closer monumental centers, such as Xulnal and El Tintal, which are known to have been
important centers in the Preclassic Period. Pottery recovered on the surface and exterior of
looters’ trenches at El Tintal indicates the center had a long occupation spanning from the
Middle Preclassic (800 – 300 B.C.E.) through the Late Classic (550 – 800 C.E.) Periods, and
perhaps a bit later (Hernández and Mejía 2005). In the past decade and a half, only three formal,
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long-term archaeological research projects have worked in the vicinity of El Achiotal and in
northwestern Petén. The first long-term project was started in 2003 at the site of El Perú, ancient
Waka’, directed by David Freidel and, at the time, Héctor Escobedo.14 The site is located on the
San Juan River, a tributary to the San Pedro Mártir River, and played a significant role as a
center where two major communication routes intersected, the east-west navigable route of the
San Pedro itself and the north-south royal road that connected Calakmul with sites as far south as
Cancuen. After ten seasons, this project continues to run archaeological research at the site.
Although emphasis has been placed on monumental architecture dating to the Classic and
Terminal Classic Period, excavations have revealed the presence of a Preclassic component at
the site. Although the extent of Preclassic settlement remains largely unknown, test excavations
into Plaza 2 discovered large walls with apron-molding, characteristic of Preclassic monumental
architecture. Preclassic pottery was excavated in a number of other contexts throughout the site
and in a small settlement closer to the San Pedro River, where the project’s camp is presently
located (Pérez 2005).
A second major project in the region has focused its attention at the site of La Corona,
ancient Sak Nicte’, directed by Marcello Canuto and Tomás Barrientos. In 2006, while still
under the permit of the El Perú-Waka’ Archaeological Project, a series of test pits at La Corona
revealed a Preclassic component identified by the presence of Chicanel pottery in the deepest
stratigraphic levels (Acuña 2007a). In more recent seasons, Preclassic pottery has been
excavated from a variety of contexts at La Corona (personal observation). Research continues at
La Corona and evidence indicates it was an important Classic Period center located on the Royal
Road from Calakmul south to Cancuen in southern Petén (Canuto and Barrientos 2012).
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  

14	
  The

project subsequently has had other codirectors: Juan Carlos Meléndez (2008); the author (2008-2011), and
Juan Carlos Pérez (2012-present).	
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A short-lived project investigating the site of La Joyanca, further west along the San
Pedro Mártir River, discovered an early occupation dating back to the Middle Preclassic Period
in the lowest levels of the South Patio of Grupo Guacamaya, consisting of abundant ceramics
and architectural features (Breuil-Martínez and Gamez 2001). No other sites west of the Central
Karstic Uplands have been archaeologically investigated. To the east of the ecotone, the closest
sites formally researched and excavated are El Mirador and Nakbe (Hansen 1991, 1993a, 2001;
Hansen, et al. 2009). El Tintal has received limited attention in the way of three test pits in the
early 1970s excavated by Joyce Marcus (Forsyth 1980), a schematic map of mounds and looters’
trenches (Hernández and Mejía 2005; Mejía, et al. 2005), and the rescue excavation of an Early
Classic royal burial (Hansen, et al. 2005). While several sites have been reported and visited,
they have not undergone investigation and little is known of the early culture history in
northwestern Petén during the Preclassic at the regional scale.

3.3.2. Early Visits to El Achiotal
The site of El Achiotal had received little attention by archaeologists prior to the initial
visit by members of the Proyecto Regional Archaeológico La Corona in 2008. Although clearly
well-known to looters, chicleros and hunters, El Achiotal is first mentioned in the archaeological
literature in the early 1990s, following a brief visit by Nikolai Grube as part of an expedition into
northwestern Petén in 1989 (Grube, et al. 1990). Subsequently, the site was once again visited in
the mid-1990s by a group of amateurs on a Maya Quest expedition, guided there by a member of
the community of Carmelita, Don Carlos Catalán (Parrish 1997). For most of his life Don Carlos
was a chiclero (collector of chicle, or gum resin), a jaguar hunter and a looter. Towards the end
of his life, he decided to fight against looting and this change of heart resulted in his murder by
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another member of his community and looter (Dorfman 1998; Hansen 1997). The visit to the
site by the Maya Quest expedition was described in an article published by Allentown, PA The
Morning Call (Parrish 1997), in which the first impressions of the great pyramid (Structure 5C01) are outlined. The description indicates the pyramid is tall, has seven looters’ trenches and in
the interior there are paintings in red over cream. In 2001, Kathryn Reese-Taylor (personal
communication) visited the site during her expedition into La Corona, and she took several
photographs of the looters’ trenches and exposed mural paintings. Finally, in 2008 members of
the Proyecto Regional Archaeológico La Corona, myself included, visited El Achiotal for the
first time, and the interest emerged to investigate the site archaeologically.
According to one informant, the site was heavily looted in the second half of the 20th
century, probably between the 60s and 80s, as in the 1990s the reports already indicate the
presence of the looters trenches in Structure 5C-01. This informant further indicated that groups
of up to 60 people (cuadrillas in Spanish) would come to loot for up to several weeks at a time.
While difficult to see in the forest today, there are traces of an old road that leads up the
escarpment just behind the pyramid, which was probably constructed by the primary looters at
the site. Although unconfirmed, the informant pointed out that a great part of the looting activity
resulted because of personnel from an oil drilling camp located 2.5 km from the site, the current
location of the CONAP camp (see Fig. 3.7). The site was likely named based on the original
camp and the abundant achiote plants growing by the creek.

3.3.3. Archaeological Research Background
The first archaeological investigations began in 2009, when Carlos R. Chiriboga and I
held a short 30 day season with a small team of workmen (Acuña and Chiriboga 2010). During
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that initial season, research focused on a pedestrian survey of the top of the ridge, the creation of
a topographic map of the main architectural groups, as well as a schematic map of the entire
cluster of buildings sitting atop the karstic ridge. Additionally, we excavated a series of test pits
throughout the plazas and patios to gather a sense of the chronological sequence and occupation
of the site, and I concentrated my efforts in the detailed documentation of looters’ trenches and
tunnels inside Structure 5C-01. In 2010, the Proyecto Regional Aqueológico La Corona
(PRALC) added the participation of two students to the research team at El Achiotal: Gilberto
Cruz (2011), a student from Universidad del Valle de Guatemala who excavated additional test
pits in the main plazas, and Carrie Parris (2011), a graduate student at Tulane University who
excavated in Group 4C-11. In the mean time, in 2010 and 2011, I continued intensive
excavations inside Structure 5C-01, which became focus of this dissertation.
It is necessary for me to briefly describe the results from the test pit program and
excavations in Group 4C-11, as they help contextualize my investigations in Structure 5C-01.
While formal analysis of the materials excavated from those units is pending, I made preliminary
observations of the pottery in the field and laboratory, which provided me with a chronological
framework for each cultural level. These observations only enabled me to attribute the temporal
period, which though coarse-grained do provide valuable comparable and contextual
information. The designation of a time period was based on the identification and recognition of
ceramic groups using diagnostic attributes on pottery (i.e. surface finish, form, decoration) that
are characteristic to each period. Although not able to perform a formal analysis, Preclassic
Period pottery is fairly homogenous throughout the lowlands and broadly adheres to stylistic
uniformity, facilitating initial observations at the period level and even to regional phases, such
as Chicanel and Tzakol. What I describe in the following section is a summary of the
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excavations by Acuña and Chiriboga, Cruz, and Parris, detailed in the official reports by PRALC
(Acuña and Chiriboga 2010; Cruz 2011; Parris 2011).
A total of 10 units (ACH-99-1 through 4 and 7 through 12) were excavated in open areas
that did not intervene with any architectural features. Nine of these were excavated in the two
main plaza spaces in the North and South groups, while one was excavated in a smaller open
space on the eastern side of the site (Fig. A.3.1). Units ACH-99-1, 2, 4 and 7 were all excavated
in the South Group, the first three in a northern alignment along the length of the plaza and 20 m
apart from each other, while Unit 7 was laid out along the central axis and in front of Structure
5C-08, about 1m from its base. Units ACH-99-8 through 11 were all excavated at the junction of
the South Group with the North Group, where the plazas change from a 4.5° to a 14.5° E of
north. This location was chosen because there is a slight change in elevation between the two
plazas that is visible on today’s surface, which we hoped to define; however, these units failed to
expose any features associated with a change, such as steps or walls (Cruz 2011).
The four units in the South Group plaza all have different depths and contain different
densities of materials, yet for the most part they share similar stratigraphy. Cultural levels were
defined by changes in soil coloration and in some cases with the poorly preserved remains of
plaza floors. These floor remains were not visible in all units, but a comparison in fill layers
indicates the same strata were spread throughout the plaza, although some layers were deeper
then others depending on the irregular surface of bedrock. The presence of a floor is known
based on the whitish coloration of the soil dividing the strata and a thin layer of sascab, a
common mixture of small to very small stones with white dirt that is placed right beneath the
layer of stucco. These floors were obviously not very thick and the stucco did not preserve.
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There are at least two floors identified in the plaza of the South Group that correspond to levels 2
and 3 of units 1 and 2, and levels 3 and 4 of unit 7.
The discrepancies in maximum depth of the units were due to the irregularity of bedrock
surface. Units 2, 8, 9, and 11, which are the deepest, contain a thick, reddish fill layer that covers
bedrock. I interpret this layer as the initial effort to level bedrock before constructing the earliest
plaza floor. The construction of the first plaza floor required further leveling in some areas, as
seen in unit 2, where one sees large stones included into the fill layer. The earliest fill layers
contain pottery dated to the Late Preclassic Period, though in small quantities. Unit 7 provides a
clearer stratigraphic sequence with associated pottery: the deepest level (4) was dated to the Late
Preclassic Period and it is associated with the penultimate plaza floor. Above this, level 3
contains a mixture of Terminal Preclassic with Early Classic pottery, suggesting the final floor
was constructed in the later period. Finally, level 2 corresponds to the debris accumulated above
the final floor and my preliminary observations of the abundant pottery indicate their
correspondence to the Early Classic Period. This chronological sequence was observed, though
less securely, in the rest of the units. Units 4 and 10 did not reach bedrock.
The architectural complex labeled 4C-11 is a platform that rises 5 m above the
surrounding plaza level and it has four small structures (4C-11a, 4C-11b, 4C-11c and 4C-11d)
forming a closed patio on the top (Fig. 3.9). In order to understand the construction sequence of
the platform, Parris (2011:Fig. 3.31) excavated a master unit (ACH-99-2A-1) in the center of the
patio, reaching bedrock at 6.85 m (Figs. A.3.1 and A.3.2). This unit provided an interesting
stratigraphy. The deepest level (5) comprised most of the volume with a thickness of 5 m and
consisted of various types of soils, although including large quantities of histosols, intermixed in
no particular order with stone inclusions varying in size and percentage according to each soil
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type. As Parris pointed out, the soils can be classified into two groups: white to gray limestone
derived soils and dark clayey and highly organic sediments (histosols). The latter sediments are
cival muck used to increase volume and compactness for the initial raising of a platform. I do
not know what the extent of the platform was, but the evidence in the unit suggests the 5 m
height was intentional from the onset. Pottery recovered from this level dates to both the Middle
and Late Preclassic, with a majority from the earlier period. The fact that the next level (4)
contains only Late Preclassic pottery suggests that level 5 is in fact a platform for some time,
even though there is no preserved floor marking its surface. Similar early construction styles
were discovered recently at Ceibal (Inomata, et al. 2013).

Figure 3.9. Map of Structure 4C-11 Complex, located in the North Group of El Achiotal (map
courtesy of PRALC. Ministerio de Cultura y Deportes de Guatemala).
Subsequently, construction continued to raise the platform throughout the Late Preclassic.
The first stucco floor, measuring ~0.10m thick, elevated the platform to a height of 5.5 m.
Pottery recovered from this level was Late Preclassic. Another thick stucco floor was later
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added, raising the platform to a height of 6 m, also during the Late Preclassic Period. The final
addition to this platform took place some time in the early phase of the Early Classic Period, as
the fill contained both Late Preclassic and Early Classic pottery, and reached a total height of
~6.60 m. There was little to no deposition above this floor, except for the humus layer. This
latest layer is the only context excavated thus far at the site that has pottery ranging from the Late
Preclassic through the Late Classic Periods. It is possible that a closer inspection of pottery from
test units will increase the sample of Late Classic pottery, but to date the South Group
excavations have not produced any.
The thick, clayey sediment comprising a large portion of the initial construction phase of
the Structure 4C-11 is comparable to the foundational fill I identified in Tn2 of Structure 5C-01
(Fig. A.5.3). Given that this sediment is not found in any of the text pits in the plazas, I argue
that it was only used in construction, whether to level the ground as foundation or to raise
platforms. Based on the evidence from unit ACH-99-2A-1, the initial constructions appear to
date to the transitional time between the Middle and Late Preclassic Periods, which is arguably
the initial date for construction activity under Structure 5C-01. Without more secure dates, my
argument is based on the fact that there are observable construction episodes well beneath the
securely identified Late Preclassic phases.
The chronological evidence from the test units in plazas and the master unit into Structure
4C-11 indicate the first construction episodes on the ridge took place at the early phase of the
Late Preclassic Period, and perhaps even as early as the transition from the Middle Preclassic (c.
400 B.C.E.). I argue that it is quite possible that the earliest construction of Structure 4C-11 can
be dated to the transitional time between the Middle and Late Preclassic Periods based on the
mixed pottery found in level 5. Traditionally, I would assign the later period as construction date
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when using a mixed level; however, in this particular case, the absence of other secure Middle
Preclassic contexts indicated there was likely no major occupation during that time period at the
site. At the most, I consider construction began during the transition from the Middle to the Late
Preclassic Periods, but ceramic chronologies are too coarse-grained to narrow it any further. Due
to the lack of archaeological data from the region around El Achiotal, it is difficult to argue for
the presence of a substantial population living in the surrounding area during the Middle
Preclassic that would have congregated to construct a ceremonial center, and who would have
included their trash in the fill layers. However, the Preclassic site of El Tigre, located on the
Candelaria River drainage to the northwest of El Achiotal was also settled in the transitional
period between the Middle and Late Preclassic (Vargas Pacheco 2001). Further research is
necessary to narrow the chronological sequence to smaller time periods, but the data thus far
collected outside of Structure 5C-01 helps contextualize the sequence in the temple locus,
particularly in regards to when occupation began at the site.
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CHAPTER 4
METHODS

4.1. Introduction
In this chapter I will describe the methods I applied while carrying out my research in the
field and laboratory. Altogether, my methods included excavation, survey, material culture and
material symbols analyses, all of which contribute to my interpretations of a specific
architectural context. My primary excavation locus was inside Structure 5C-01, where I used
tunnel excavations as primary method, but I also carried out some open-air excavations on the
exterior of the mound. At the same time, I oversaw some of the test units excavated in the plazas
in the rest of the site (discussed in Chapter 3), although for the most part other archaeologists
directed those excavations (Cruz 2011; Parris 2011).
In addition to my excavations, my colleague Carlos R. Chiriboga collaborated with me in
the seasons of 2009 and 2011, during which he created the topographic map of the South Group
and architectural complex 4C-11, completed the schematic map of the whole site, and mapped
the excavation units and tunnels. Subsequently, Dr. Evangelia (Lia) Tsesmeli and I, using the
data collected in previous years by Chiriboga, created the maps of the tunnels and units in 2013.
A great contribution to my research was the digital documentation of tunnels, which enables one
to create 3D models or wire frames of each tunnel individually and collectively, facilitating their
association to each other, to the architecture exposed and to the mound in general. I will
summarize survey methods in the appropriate section of this chapter, with particular emphasis on
the tunnels.
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Having used multiple lines of evidence and two primary datasets, the purpose of this
chapter is to provide the reader with a background to how I reached the results and
interpretations I describe in other chapters. My research is focused on a building, a particular
locus in a ceremonial center during a particular timeframe, and as such it is a contextual analysis
that relies on multiple approaches emphasized on two primary sources of information
(architectural, iconographic). In this dissertation, I attempt to bring together the results of all
dataset analyses into a cohesive interpretive argument for El Achiotal in particular and within the
regional setting of the Late Preclassic Maya Lowlands in general.

4.2. Recording System
Because I carried out the first archaeological investigations at the site of El Achiotal there
was no recording system in place, which also means I am required to explain it in the event that
future research is carried out at the site by other investigators. With consideration for other
known systems that I have used at other sites, I devised a nomenclature that would incorporate
all necessary provenience data, from the broadest scale, the site, to the narrowest lot and level.
This recording system does not deviate much from those used at other sites in the Maya
Lowlands, except perhaps in regards to the tunnels, which I explain in detail below.

4.2.1. Nomenclature for Excavations
In 2009, Chiriboga and I devised a nomenclature for recording provenience at El Achiotal
that is comparable to systems used by other projects throughout Petén. This alphanumerical
system is a hierarchical classification, beginning with a code for the site in general, down to the
stratigraphic level or lot. It is intended to record all information relevant to the provenience of

93

artifact assemblages, features, and other contexts horizontally (operations, sub-operations, units,
tunnels, tunnel lots), as well as vertically (cultural and arbitrary levels in test units). The
following is a description for each part of the nomenclature in hierarchical order:
1. Site prefix: The nomenclature begins with a code for the site established as ACH, as an
abbreviation of the site’s name.
2. Operation number: Operations are defined within the site depending on the targeted
research where each investigation locus receives an operation number. For instance, the
investigation of a building, as in my case, an architectural complex (i.e. more than one
structure, such as 4C-11), a plaza, or to designate a test pit program. The operation will
have definable spatial boundaries and include various excavation units that are spatially
coherent. Operations are designated unique and sequential numbers at the level of the
site according to the order in which they are created. Being the first to carry out
archaeological excavations at El Achiotal, I designated Structure 5C-01 as Operation 1
(ACH-01). In 2010, Parris (2011) began investigations in the architectural complex 4C11, thus labeled Operation 2 (ACH-02). The test pit program was designated as operation
99 (ACH-99) and surface collection during survey or exploration was designated
operation 100 (ACH-100). Both the test pit program and the surface collection
operations are permanent designations.
3. Sub-operation letter: In the nomenclature, the sub-Operations are contiguous to the
Operation and are defined with letters in uppercase (ACH-01A). Sub-Operations serve to
designate a small spatially coherent area within the operation. For example, I subdivided
operation ACH-01 into sub-operations using the four sides of the mound, the interior and
the upper northern terrace (see Fig. 5.5), which resulted in a total of six sub-operations
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(Table 4.1). Incorporating a sub-operation category to the nomenclature provides a
quicker and more efficient way of controlling provenience for assemblages or features
from each unit at all times. Just like the operation numbers, the sub-operation letter is
non-repetitive and sequential within the operation. The only operations that do not
receive a sub-operation letter are 99 and 100, the test pit program and the surface
collection, respectively.
Sub-Operation
ACH-01A
ACH-01B
ACH-01C
ACH-01D
ACH-01E
ACH-01F

Location
East side of Str. 5C-01, base and slope
Tunnel excavations inside Str. 5C-01
North side of Str. 5C-01, plaza to terrace
North side of Str. 5C-01, terrace to summit
West side of Str. 5C-01, base and slope
South side of Str. 5C-01, base and slope

Table 4.1. Description of the location of each sub-operation in and around Structure 5C-01, or
operation ACH-01.
4. Unit number: Within each sub-operation, units were designated sequentially according to
the order in which they were excavated (e.g. ACH-1C-1). This is the case for all types of
units, whether vertical excavation or tunnels. The only exception is that, in the El
Achiotal nomenclature, tunnels are preceded by the code “Tn” (e.g. ACH-1B-Tn4) to
further differentiate them from traditional excavation units, particularly because I
excavated vertical units inside the tunnels, which did not receive the Tn code (e.g. ACH1B-1, different from ACH-1B-Tn1). Tunnels were numbered sequentially, incorporating
both looters’ and my excavation, and were assigned a number according to the order in
which they were documented and excavated. I chose to incorporate looters’ tunnels into
the sequence of numbers because while not having excavated them myself, they were
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documented in detail, it avoided confusion and it provided a consistent reference to the
total number of tunnels in the mound.
5. Level/Lot number: Following the unit, the next and final number in the provenience
nomenclature is the level and/or lot. Levels were used to designate stratigraphic
placement within excavation units, where these can be cultural or arbitrary. Lots were
only assigned in tunnel excavations and were used in lieu of levels to keep track of
artifact assemblages in a horizontal order. Lots were arbitrarily defined as well as
dependent on cultural features, such as a floor or building wall that would dictate
otherwise. Descriptions for each are found in detail in Chapter 5 of this dissertation.

In summary, a complete alphanumeric provenience from El Achiotal incorporates various
spatial units that help define the exact location of each assemblage or feature, in addition to
determining what kind of excavation or collection it is. A list of the codes used in the
nomenclature is presented in Table 4.2, below. Finally, examples of complete proveniences are
as follows: ACH-1B-Tn1-L4, referring to lot 4, in tunnel 1, in operation 1B at El Achiotal; and,
ACH-99-1-2, referring to level 2, in unit 1 of the test pit program.

Code
ACH
#/Letter (e.g. 1A)
99
100
Tn
S

Spatial unit
Site designation
Operation/sub-operation
Code for test units, equivalent to an
operation
Code indicating surface collection
Abbreviation for “tunnel”
Code referring to looters’ trench

Table 4.2. List of alphanumeric codes used in creating the provenience nomenclature for El
Achiotal.
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Original reports submitted to the Instituto Nacional de Antropología e Historia de
Guatemala (IDAEH), contain the official abbreviation on record in Spanish. To facilitate
matters for the English reader in this dissertation, I made minor changes in regards to the
abbreviations for tunnel and looters trench (Table 4.3).

Code in Spanish
S
T

Code in English
LT
Tn

Refers to:
Saqueo – Looters trench
Túnel – Tunnel

Table 4.3. Differences in abbreviations between Spanish codes used in official reports submitted
to IDAEH and English ones used in this dissertation.
4.2.2. Nomenclature for Architectural Features
Because El Achiotal had never been mapped, it was necessary to develop a brand new
nomenclature for buildings and architectural features. During the first reconnaissance of the site,
buildings were numbered in a clockwise order around the ridge, beginning with Structure 1 (now
5C-01). This method was preliminary and used merely to keep track of buildings, and to have a
reference nomenclature during the initial exploration of the site. With the finalization of a
formal schematic map and partial topographic map of the ridge-top (see Fig. 5.1), a digital grid
was created and superimposed on the map in order to designate buildings with alphanumeric
labels, following nomenclature standards at other sites in the lowlands. The grid was oriented
north with quads measuring 200 m square. In the grid system, columns are labeled with letters
from the alphabet, whereas rows receive sequential numbers, such that the top and westernmost
corner would be quad A1. Subsequently, the buildings that fall within any given quad are
labeled starting with the quad designation and followed by a sequential number that is assigned
in a clockwise manner within the quad (e.g. Structure 5C-01, 5C-02, 5C-03, etc.). It is normal
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for grids to be overlaid on maps in such a way that the grid extends well beyond the limits of the
known settlement in all directions, so that as new architectural groups are discovered during
survey the map of the site can expand without having to manipulate the grid and the
nomenclature is not affected. Given the size and dispersal of the ridge-top settlement of El
Achiotal, only four quads of the grid contain settlement (3C, 4C, 5C, 4D), with the majority of
construction falling within quads 4C and 5C, which essentially correspond with the North and
South Groups, respectively.
As for the nomenclature used to designate architectural features uncovered by my
excavations, I chose “nonsense names” to keep track of buildings, floors, and platforms until I
could identify a stratigraphic sequence and create proper numerical designations in reverse order
that reflects each building’s stratigraphic position. This nomenclature strategy was used at Tikal
during large-scale excavations where assigning “ordinal numeration in reverse order” to
superimposed buildings proved challenging and impossible to do in the field, as “logical
continuity” was not discernable (Coe and Haviland 1982:47). These “codes” or “nonsense
names” were temporary and used to specify features, such as walls, floors, buildings, stages,
platforms, and so on. As Coe (1990a:3) outlines, “It is fair to say that successful delineation of
overall group composition depended heavily on both the operation system and the use of nonimplicational “nonsense” names for all features other than mapped surface-situated structures
and monuments.” Similarly, this temporary nomenclature was used at Copan and based on his
experience Dr. Marcello Canuto suggested I select themes from which to draw nonsense names
for buildings and floors. After careful consideration, I decided to name buildings using insects
and stinging critters from the jungle in the indigenous language Q’eqchi’, as some of my
workmen in 2009 were native speakers and provided me with a long list of names. After

98

exhausting the list, I had to crossover to Spanish names within the same theme. Continuing
along the same linguistic premise, I chose to label floors using numbers in Q’eqchi’.

“Nonsense” Name
Official Name
Structure 1
Structure 5C-01
N/A
Str. 5C-01-sub 1
N/A
Str. 5C-01-sub 1a
N/A
Str. 5C-01-sub 1b
Chen
Str. 5C-01-sub 2
Tabano
Str. 5C-01-sub 3
Jonon
Str. 5C-01-sub 4
Sip
Str. 5C-01-sub 5
Serr
Str. 5C-01-sub 6a
Floor Wuqub
Pl. 5C-01-sub 6
Floor Waquib
Pl. 5C-01-sub 7
Hormiga
Pl. 5C-01-sub 8
(Addition to Chub)
Str. 5C-01-sub 8a-1
Chub
Str. 5C-01-sub 8a
Sank
Str. 5C-01-sub 8b
Uo
Pl. 5C-01-sub 9
Table 4.4. List of nonsense names assigned to buildings and platforms, correlating them to their
final official nomenclature reflecting their stratigraphic placement. N/A indicates no nonsense
name was assigned for those phases in the field.
Eventually, after two seasons of excavation, I gathered sufficient stratigraphic
information to begin assigning ordinal labels in reverse order to the construction phases I
identified (Table 4.4). This process only became possible after drafting the building’s crosssection on paper. Beginning with the latest architectural phase (5C-01), the penultimate phase is
labeled 5C-01-sub 1, and the construction before that would be 5C-01-sub 2, and so forth.
Because each building is not always composed of a single structure, it is possible to have –sub 1a
and –sub 1b to designate minor modifications to a particular phase or for superstructures that are
coeval and rest upon a single platform. The greater the number designating the “–sub” building,
the earlier it corresponds chronologically. Unlike building names that changed to a formal
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alphanumerical system, I continue to designate floors with their assigned “nonsense” names and
discuss them in reference to their corresponding phase. Table 4.4 contains a list of phases
comparing their final and official nomenclature to their original nonsense names assigned during
excavation and which are used in the reports submitted to IDAEH.

4.2.3. Documentation
During my first season at El Achiotal, my work was focused on the documentation of
looter’s trenches and tunnels that penetrated Structure 5C-01. After considerable observation of
the profiles, I became aware of the necessity to record each profile with as much detail as
possible. Stratigraphy exposed in the profiles revealed a tight sequence of construction episodes
and remodeling events that required proper documentation in order to visually reconstruct the
building’s architectural history. Following the usual mapping scale for profiles, I chose 1:20 as
the standard to record all my profiles and plan maps. After experimenting with various scales at
Tikal, the University of Pennsylvania team decided 1:20 was an appropriate scale because of its
“proven scope to accommodate, meticulously and graphically, what our trenches and tunnels and
pits were intersecting…” (Coe and Haviland 1982:45). For features that required more detail
and to prevent illegibility due to ink compression, I chose a scale of 1:10, so for instance, the
murals painted on Structure 5C-01-sub 4 and Mask 1 on the staircase were all drawn at that
scale. These scales were standardized throughout the entire documentation process, as much for
looters’ excavations as my own.
I drew profile maps with as much detail as possible, which meant meticulous
measurements of architectural features and fill layers. This process was completed by setting up
a line the length of the profile at a chosen height, usually in the middle but sometimes an angled
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profile required a set of stepped lines. To maintain as much accuracy as possible, I painted dotmarks on the line every 0.25 or 0.10 m that served as reference and were fixed. Given that
tunnels are several meters long, having fixed points on the line avoided making errors by
measuring every single time from one of the extremes. For this system to work, it is critical to
ensure using a braided twine over a twisted one, as the former maintains tension much better and
decreases the risk of laxity. The very uneven surface of the profile walls, particularly those
created by looters’ excavations, meant that often the line was more than 0.50 m away from the
profile wall where a measurement was to be taken. To avoid eyeballing the measurement, it was
necessary to triangulate each measured point with the line using a carpenter’s level and a plumb
bob, such that each point was taken in relation to a vertical position from the line and a
horizontal position from one of the marked segments on that line. For large looters’ tunnels and
trench profiles, this task was impossible on one’s own and it required the continued assistance of
a second person. Inside smaller excavations of my own, reduced space prevented two people
from working comfortably, but a second person was not indispensible. Excavation units were
drawn following the same scale conventions and using the strategies applied in tunnels. I took
photographs of all the features, profiles and plan views. Inside tunnels, it is impossible to get a
single-shot of the entire length of the profile; therefore, I focused on taking photographs of
architectural features, iconographic details, fill particularities and general shots.

4.3. Excavations
I excavated two different kinds of units: vertical units, both open-air and inside tunnels,
as well as tunnel units. I originally proposed to excavate open-air horizontal units as well, but
unforeseen circumstances in the field and time constraints made that unfeasible at the time and
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will have to be reconsidered in future research. Figure A.3.1 illustrates the location of all the
excavation units at the site and Figure A.5.8 shows the tunnels in relationship to Structure 5C01-sub 4. A full list of excavation units throughout the site is presented in Table A.5.1.
Following the initial exploratory season in 2009, I decided on the excavation methods based on
my initial observations at the site and four other main factors: 1) what excavations I considered
appropriate for recovering the kind of data that would address my hypotheses; 2) the state of
preservation in which I found Structure 5C-01 due to extensive looting; 3) considering factor
number two, my excavations had to be designed in order to cause the least amount of damage to
the architectural sequence and were to use existing looters’ excavations to maximize gained
information; and 4) safety of the team and consideration of the structural integrity of the mound.

4.3.1. Vertical Excavation Units
For the most part, these units were excavated outside, at the base of Structure 5C-01 or in
plazas. Plaza units were intended as test units to gather chronological information from artifacts
recovered from the fill layers, as well as to gain an understanding of the occupational sequence
of those open spaces. Units at the base or inside Structure 5C-01 were aimed at exposing
standing architecture associated with the final construction phase or testing the presence or
absence of special features, such as caches. I excavated two vertical units inside the tunnels,
with the objective of exploring beneath an ash lens feature and checking for a cache at the base
and centerline of the staircase. Test excavations in plazas and patios were of three sizes, 1 x 1 m,
1.50 x 1 m and 2 x 2 m. Size was determined based on location, purpose, and time. Units inside
the tunnels varied in size according to tunnel dimensions, purpose and feasibility. Unless
determined by features or tunnel orientation, all open-air vertical excavations were oriented
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north. To exemplify a case where units were not cardinally oriented, I turn to sub-Operation E
on the west side of Structure 5C-01 (see Fig. A.3.1). In that case, only unit ACH-1E-1, the first
one excavated, was oriented longitudinally east-west and upon the discovery of the outer wall of
the basal platform sustaining Structure 5C-01, units 2 through 7 were oriented according to
predicted wall direction, which resulted in a series of units laid out following a curve.
All units were excavated following cultural levels, defined by floors or visible changes in
fill color and composition. Often times, plaster floors in plazas did not preserve well, but the
change in fill where they once existed was apparent. Unit depths varied according to the location
of bedrock, but not all units reached bedrock because of features or other constraints. These
details are explained for each excavation unit in Chapter 5.
Documentation of open-air vertical units consisted of detailed notes by level, photographs
of profiles, floors, opening and closing shots, plan and profile drawings, and mapping of the
corners with the total station to record their exact location in relation to each other and within the
site. Additional photographs were taken and plan maps drawn when special features appeared
during excavation. Artifacts were collected from each level by kind, counted, bagged and
tagged, and transported to the laboratory in Guatemala City for washing and analyzing.

4.3.2. Tunnel Excavations
Preclassic remains usually lie deeply buried by subsequent cultural activity, which at
some sites has been an obstacle in reaching and exploring those early contexts. Tunnel
excavations are critical in defining building plans and other buried features that are impossible to
reach using trenches and test pits that would require digging through architectural “overburden”
(Coe 1990a:2). In Mesoamerican archaeology, tunnel excavations are a common approach to
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studying pre-Hispanic buildings that have a long architectural history, represented in
construction episodes that overlay each other (e.g. Tikal, Calakmul, Teotihuacan, Calakmul,
Copan, San Bartolo, Holmul, El Mirador, among others). Archaeological excavation methods
have come a long way since the early twentieth century, and rather than peeling off entire
cultural layers or digging enormous trenches to understand earlier phases, tunnel excavations
allow one to access deeply buried contexts by causing very little damage to the sequence as a
whole.
Many times, archaeologists encounter tunnels of various sizes excavated by looters
penetrating into mounds in search of objects to sell in the antiquities market and to private
collectors. Contrary to archaeologically controlled tunnels, looters’ tunnels crosscut randomly
through various phases and usually cause severe damage, not only to the architectural sequence,
cultural contexts and features, but also to the physical integrity of the mound itself. Since we
cannot turn back the clock to prevent these from happening, when encountered, looters’ tunnels
must be documented in detail as a means of “salvaging” the information exposed by the
excavation. The profiles of looters’ tunnels often contain useful information that helps
reconstruct the architectural sequence. It is never pleasing to encounter looters’ excavations,
whether tunnels or trenches, but they are ubiquitous throughout most archaeological regions in
the world. As a result, archaeologists are obliged to salvage whatever information possible and
approach the research in that context or area taking into account the presence of the looters’
excavations. In addition to their documentation, it often is necessary for archaeologists to
consolidate and stabilize looters’ tunnels prior to carrying out any investigations to avoid further
or total collapse of the mound (see Pérez 2004). In the Maya region, many of the greatest
discoveries have resulted from visiting, cleaning and/or documenting looters’ tunnels or by
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furthering the excavation in a scientific manner, for example the San Bartolo murals (Saturno, et
al. 2005; Taube, et al. 2010) and La Corona panels (Canuto, et al. 2006). Though rare, in these
cases looters’ missed the features by chance. Most times, contexts are partially or entirely
destroyed. In the case of El Achiotal, Structure 5C-01 contained seven large looters’ trenches
and four tunnels (Figs. 5.4 and 5.7). The tunnels reached the heart of the mound at different
levels and crosscut through multiple architectural phases, destroying walls, floors and other
features, such as murals and sculpted stucco masks.
Most of the looters’ tunnels in Structure 5C-01 are very large and it required a full season
of work (2009) to record only half of them (Tunnels 1 and 2). This was crucial for me to gain an
understanding of the architectural stratigraphy prior to developing an excavation plan. This
documentation gave way to the formulation of a research plan that would incorporate the looters’
tunnels (Acuña 2010). Sufficient architectural features were exposed in the looters’ tunnel’s
profiles to gather a sense of the sequence and the nature of the buildings themselves, their layout
and decoration, including Mural 1 on the east wall of Structure 5C-01-sub 4. It was also evident
that the fill layers were solid enough for tunnel excavations and the tight architectural
stratigraphy increased the degree of security. I came up with a plan to begin archaeological
tunnel excavations from inside, using the architectural features visible in the looters’ tunnels and
to follow them in a systematic way with the goal of defining in greater detail Structure 5C-01sub 4 specifically, as well as to begin obtaining further information about other buildings in the
sequence. I gave priority to Structure 5C-01-sub 4 because of the indications Mural 1 provided
regarding the adoption of kingship at the site and the unique style of the iconographic programs
(Acuña 2010).
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Tunnel excavations will vary in size according to purpose, fill conditions, expectations,
target (if any specific), time, and investigator. For example, some tunnels will be large enough
for people to move upright, to use wheelbarrows, or to expose large architectural features,
whereas others will be so small that one must crawl, kneel and sit (Beltrán 2008:42; Ortiz
2011:98; Runggaldier 2002:2; Velásquez 2005:90). The North Acropolis at Tikal has kilometers
of networked and connected tunnels, large and small (Coe 1990a). My tunnel excavations were
to be no more than 1 m in height by approximately 0.80-1 m wide, unless otherwise dictated by
specific features discovered during excavation. Exact dimensions and evenness of profiles are
difficult to maintain, as it is dependent on the composition of the fill one is excavating (i.e.
frequency and size of rocks).
In order to define the architectural features, my tunnels followed visible walls and floors
that served as guides. After two seasons (2010 and 2011), I excavated nine tunnels at various
elevations that helped me define Structure 5C-01-sub 4 and part of Structure 5C-01-sub 2 (Tn12)
(see Fig. A.5.8). At the same time, I also completed the documentation of looters’ tunnels,
which provided more information about the sequence in general.
Because tunnel excavations are generally horizontal, although diagonal excavations are
also possible (e.g. Tn8), they usually cut through one or two cultural layers (depending on the
context, occasionally it may be more). Of course, context will vary across sites and some tunnels
will traverse multiple construction episodes on a horizontal plane (e.g. some of Tikal’s North
Acropolis excavations) (Coe 1990b:Fig. 9A). In my case, I was able to stay within the same fill
during the excavation of each layer, with only few exceptions. Therefore, I established an
arbitrary lot system that used specific features, such as retaining walls, corners, and length of
excavation. I chose this system given the noticeable near absence of artifacts in the fill layers
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upon initiation of the tunnel excavations. Had I encountered increased number of artifacts, I
would have established a system whereby the arbitrary lot change would occur every meter of
excavated tunnel. I recorded specific information about the location of artifacts, when they did
appear, unless they were produced from screening, which occurred rarely.

4.4. Ceramic Analysis
4.4.1. The Type-Variety System in the Maya Lowlands
Since the 1960s the primary methodological approach to ancient Maya pottery has been
the type-variety system of analysis. The concept of type-variety resulted from a combination of
Phillip’s concept of “type” and Wheat-Gifford-Wasley’s concept of “variety” in 1958 that was
applied in North America (Smith, et al. 1960:332). As a system, it was first employed in the
Maya Lowlands with the pottery collections from Uaxactun and Barton Ramie (Smith, et al.
1960). Originally, the type-variety system was developed with the goal of establishing
consistency when using defined units of analysis that would facilitate comparisons, synthesis,
and interpretations. It was thought to provide a descriptive advantage that would yield valuable
information about cultural processes (Smith, et al. 1960:332). Following the first proposal of the
system by Smith and Gifford in 1960, two decades of its application across the Maya Lowlands
resulted in the publication of several monographs or dissertations pertaining to specific sites or
regions (Adams 1971; Ball 1977; Forsyth 1989, 1993; Gifford 1976; Holley 1983; Kosakowsky
1987; Sabloff 1975; Smith and Gifford 1966; Smith 1955). These were considered foundational
for comparative purposes and benchmarks for typologies emerging at newly investigated sites.
Increased research over half a century has yielded enormous samples of pottery from numerous
sites across a wide region, and an increasingly large bulk of descriptive reports.
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Since its inception, however, the application of the type-variety system in the Maya
region has changed considerably from what it originally stood for as a methodological approach,
as scholars have developed and improved the system, or modified it altogether in order to
analyze pottery of a particular site or region. In its true application, the type-variety system
allowed for flexibility and change, precisely to accommodate increased data that would affect
critical information, whether technological or temporal, as well as regional variations, if, and
only if, it was applied as originally proposed. But that original application was at the same time
too rigid, allowing merely for a hierarchical classificatory framework of descriptive data, almost
limited to being a system for naming piles of pottery fragments (Dunnell 1971; Rice 2013:11).
Despite its faults, which are increasingly becoming evident (see Aimers 2013), the type-variety
system remains the primary methodological approach to the study of ancient Maya pottery.
The type-variety system for pottery analysis in the Maya region is based primarily on a
classification using surface finish. The recognition of attributes or “modes” visible on the
surface will dictate the initial sorting of materials based on similarities. Within the operational
scheme of the system, attributes are the raw data that are sorted into varieties and types based on
similarities and patterns, and the final goal of such a classification is a typology that is useful in
elucidating cultural processes at the theoretical level and for comparative purposes (Gifford
1960). A simplistic explanation is that “varieties are organized into types, types into ceramic
groups, and ceramic groups into wares” (Rice 2013:15). Seemingly straightforward, the typevariety system can become quite complex, particularly because ancient Maya pottery is
extremely variable, challenging classification and attribute identification depending on a variety
of factors, including the investigator. For example, I have engaged in long debates over whether
a sherd is red or orange, black or brown, or even if a slip color matches a certain Munsell color
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code. These types of discrepancies and arbitrariness can lead to extreme biases in classification,
severely affecting the functionality of the type-variety system. This is further aggravated by the
increased risk of separating sherds from the same vessel into two different types because of
differentiated surface color caused by firing processes. In my experience, this problem can be
mitigated to a certain extent with thoroughness in the analysis and incorporating studies of
“ware,” which include the identification of pottery that share technological similarities,
particularly of paste composition (Sabloff and Smith 1969). This would be more in line with
what Culbert and Rands (2007) proposed as “multiple classificatory systems” that uses the typevariety system as it is, but adds vessel form, paste, and iconography to help refine the sorting
process and defining types and varieties.
From the 1960s when the type-variety system was adopted until the end of the twentieth
century, the primary application of the methodology in the Maya Lowlands remained mostly
systematic classification, whether grouping pottery by categorization or by identification (Rice
2013). The first form refers to sorting ceramics into new groups, which was necessary in the
development of new typologies at sites or in regions. Identification is simply assigning pottery
to already existing groups. Both forms of grouping pottery have been widely used in the Maya
Lowlands, usually simultaneously. Following the initial major typologies of the 1960s and
1970s, many of the subsequent efforts usually combined both grouping techniques. This resulted
primarily because of the recognition that ceramic groups and wares in the Maya Lowlands often
spread over regions and are not exclusive to a site or polity. But just as there are regional styles,
there are also independent and site-specific types and varieties, which has prompted scholars to
adapt the type-variety system almost case-by-case. In part, this regionalization resulted from the
fact that the vessel’s surface and decoration is the most readily visible attribute, the one that is
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the easiest to emulate, but does not necessarily imply a regional correspondence for those types
or varieties in other aspects of their technology that are dependent on potter styles and
differentiated access to resources (Bill 2013).
Although remaining the primary method to classify Maya pottery, the type-variety system
has not survived without criticism. Since its early days, it has been the topic of heated debates,
misunderstandings, and re-evaluations about what the system accomplishes and how (Adams
2008; Aimers 2013; Culbert and Rands 2007; Dunnell 1971; Willey, et al. 1967). As Rice
(2013) recently observed, the vast majority of times the type-variety system was applied with
descriptive and chronological goals, rather than analytical and interpretive ones. Despite the
original intentions of the system and where its application is taking scholars today, the typevariety system serves, at the very least, for a fundamental classification tool that does provide
chronological and spatial information about pottery. Currently, the corpus of Maya ceramics
continues to increase dramatically, requiring scholars to take new approaches to its study, revisit
previous descriptions, and seek new interpretive and theoretical frameworks that will contribute
to a greater understanding of the cultural processes the type-variety originally set out to
provide,15 albeit in combination with new approaches and amendments to the system.

4.4.2. Classification of Pottery from El Achiotal
The previous sections is intended to provide the reader with a reasoning, if not
justification, for the approach I took with the pottery sample from my excavations at El Achiotal.
In light of its known problems and limitations, the type-variety system is widely used in the
Maya Lowlands and therefore provides the best typological and chronological comparative
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Evidently, these new approaches do not, indeed cannot, stay true to the original type-variety concept, as there are
too many angles and sources of information in the pottery that were unaccounted for in the original operational
structure of the methodology.
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system (see Bill 2013). Given the size of the sample I collected, for the time being type-variety
remains the most suitable methodological approach to a preliminary classification. During my
initial experience applying the type-variety system to a site-wide pottery assemblage (Acuña
2005; Muñoz, et al. 2002), I learned that in order to correctly use the methodology it is best to
have a large sample representative of the site as a whole. A larger sample will account for site
variability, better comparative samples, and identification of localized technological and stylistic
patterns. Until then, one is limited to carrying out a grouping of pottery based on identification,
rather than a formal classification that incorporates categorization (following Rice 2013:12) of
potentially new site-specific types and/or varieties, when encountered. Similar approaches have
been taken elsewhere when investigations are just beginning at any particular site or relate to
regional studies that result in limited samples from restricted contexts (e.g. Forsyth 1980:59).
Knowing how the type-variety works and its limitations, I decided that the most
reasonable analytic approach to the sample from El Achiotal presently available was
identification of ceramic groups. In the type-variety system, a ceramic group is
“…a collection of closely related types that demonstrate a consistency in range of
variation in form and color. The types of any group are (roughly) contemporaneous (that
is, elements of the same ceramic complex or complexes) and are also always components
of the same ware. Group is a concept which is most useful for lumping like material
belonging to the same ware and sometimes not amenable to separation into types (too
small or too weathered), or for material belonging to a ware (Fine Orange, Plumbate,
Slate, etc.) which is associated with several phases.” (Sabloff and Smith 1969:279)
To begin with, the sample I was dealing with was not representative of the entire site. Instead,
the materials came from a narrow number of contexts and the sample consisted in large part of
very small, fragmentary body sherds. Traditionally, this kind of pottery is not considered
diagnostic for the establishment of types and varieties because there is higher risk of arbitrariness
in the distinction of attributes. However, by using surface finish it is possible to sort into large
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inclusive groups that have been previously established at other sites and that have a
chronological significance. There is a great degree of similarity between ceramic complexes in
the southern Maya Lowlands, particularly in the Chicanel Horizon, which corresponds primarily
to the Late Preclassic Period (Willey, et al. 1967:295). It is followed by the Tzakol Horizon of
the Early Classic Period, in which greater modal diversity is introduced throughout the region
(Willey, et al. 1967:298). The widespread homogeneity of Chicanel ceramics throughout the
southern Maya Lowlands makes lumping into pre-established ceramic groups an easy task,
particularly because those groups are limited to the unslipped wares (both smooth and striated)
and the slipped wares that included red, black and cream. A similar procedure was followed in
sorting Tzakol Horizon pottery, although with a greater number of groups to consider when
sorting.
All pottery collected from my excavations at El Achiotal were washed and labeled in the
laboratory in Guatemala City. Each assemblage was processed individually so as to maintain
provenience. In the labeling process each sherd was marked with its provenience and a unique
identification number that was sequential throughout each assemblage (provenience by level or
lot). Pottery was then sorted into pre-defined ceramic groups and data was collected for each
individual sherd. The use of unique identification numbers enabled comparison of sherds within
and across assemblages as well as making notes of sherds that were identified as pertaining to the
same vessel. Data collected on specially designed forms included the following categories:
1. Provenience: alphanumerical hierarchical nomenclature, including sherd identification
number.
2. Phase/Period: this category refers to the identified chronological placement of the sherd.
There are no ceramic phases for El Achiotal proper and rather than using phase names
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associated with existing typologies from the central Petén region, I included known
ceramic complexes. More often, however, only period was noted, making a distinction
when possible of early and late facets.
3. Ceramic Group: as noted above, for the time periods in question the identification of
ceramic groups was relatively easy. Specific names were used most of the time,
although when uncertain a more generic term was used, such as “monochrome red.”
This was particularly the case when minor distinctions between facets were impossible
with the sample at hand.
4. Form: Basic vessel form was recorded each time it was identified. I adapted an original
code system that two colleagues, Rene Muñoz and Griselda Pérez, and myself developed
when we collaborated on the typology for the site of Piedras Negras. This code system
enabled me to record vessel form in general, but also note specific shapes of the vessel
wall. For example, a basal-flanged dish would be described as 4.5, where 4 represents
“dish” and .5 indicates it has a “basal flange.” Similarly, an incurved-wall bowl is noted
as 2.2, 2 stands for “bowl” and .2 represents “incurved wall.”
5. Part: In many cases it was possible to identify what part of the vessel was represented
(e.g. rim/lip, body, neck, base, foot, shoulder, handle, etc.). This was less frequently
possible based on the nature of the assemblage and the large quantity of body sherds.
When possible, however, vessel part was recording the same way as form, with its own
set of codes. For example, the code for “rim” is 1 and to describe a “direct, rounded” rim
I add .1, resulting in 1.1.
6. Decoration/Slip location: this information was only noted when identification was
certain. It is fairly easy to recognize interior or exterior of the vessel, so using a code
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system I recorded when/where slip was present. This category was very useful also for
noting presence/absence of striations and their directionality or pattern.
7. Decoration location: this category refers to more specific codified details about the exact
location of the decoration on the vessel.
8. Type of decoration: it refers specifically to what kind of decoration the vessel has, such
as incisions, flutes, grooves, impressions, bichrome or polychrome paint, etc.). When
possible, but rarely, this category was combined with the identification of a theme.
9. Observations: any notes were taken that would increase relevant information collected
from each sherd, whether it meant its identification as a refit with another sherd(s), in
which case the ID number was noted, or something special about it that was not codified
in a specific category (e.g. crazed, burned surfaces).
I inserted all these data into an Excel spreadsheet that would facilitate sorting in a variety of
ways using specific categories. For the purposes of this dissertation, it made quantification of
samples from each context, period, ceramic group or any combination thereof much easier.
Identification was primarily restricted to the group level, but in very specific cases I was able to
assign type-variety names, which were identified based on types and varieties established at
other sites and that are known to have had widespread regional distribution. My identification
relied exclusively on descriptions from other site typologies, pictures and my own past
experience (see Chapter 7 for the results).

4.5. Material Symbols Analysis: Iconography
In Chapter 6 I present the results of my iconographic analysis of the murals and stucco
masks at El Achiotal. In this section I wish to only briefly summarize aspects of the
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methodological approach I employed for such analysis. I will begin with a brief historical
background to iconographic studies in the Maya region, particularly because my analysis relies
heavily on some of those earlier studies and classifications. Its reliance is not so much in terms
of their interpretations, but the results of their methodological approach that resulted in the
isolation of elements, classification, and identification of themes and repertoires.
For the most part, Maya iconographic studies today rely less heavily on a “specific
historical” methodological approach, which is the use of ethnohistoric documents to interpret
past art (Willey 1973:155), especially when dealing with Preclassic symbolic representations that
are chronologically too far removed from the period following Spanish contact in the 15th and
16th centuries. Although ethnohistory has been used to a certain extent and in particular contexts
to inform pre-Columbian art, the methodological approach more frequently employed resembles
in part what Willey (1973:161) called a “multidimensional approach,” which relies on both
specific-historical and general comparative kinds of analogical analyses. Scholars are more
cautious when making interpretations of iconographic repertoires, taking into account the
dangers of “disjunction,” where discontinuities over long time spans can change the function and
meaning of any given symbol (Kubler 1969:8; 1973:10). Meanings can change over time even
when symbols are continuously used, when their context is transformed they can acquire new
functions within a composition. In Maya iconography, however, there is evidence that certain
symbols maintain conceptual meaning —or multiple meanings, depending on context— over
long periods of time, though changing stylistically. While styles and contexts may change,
symbols often retain a reference to a concept (usually ideological) with a wide chronological
distribution (e.g. trefoil jewel, Jester God, huunal).
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Iconographic studies complement epigraphic and archaeological interpretations, as they
provide visual representations of symbolic elements, people, activities, rituals, paraphernalia,
animals, mythological characters, and scenes. Iconographic studies not only focus on the
symbolic objects themselves, in terms of form and style, but also with the ideas behind them,
seeking to reach an understanding about their meaning (Panofsky 1955). Meaning can be
arbitrary, even within the society that created the signs and symbols (Leach 1976:19), but
nonetheless, iconographic studies continue to be a valuable source of information in
Mesoamerican studies, as Nicholson pointed out four decades ago:
“The greatest value in iconographic analysis is that it aids us, within the usual limitations
of archaeological and ethnohistorical evidence, to comprehend much more fully the
totality of a dead culture. It facilitates more adequate understanding, not just of its
technology and economy and its artifactual and architectural stylistic history, but also its
dominant ideologies, its basic world view, and its concept of the nature of man’s
relationship to the supernatural powers that in all early civilizations were believed to
control the universe. Above all, it is my firm conviction that one cannot begin to
understand the primary motivating forces of this remarkable New World civilization
unless one grasps the importance of the powerfully pervasive influence of these religiousmagical-ritual-divinatory concepts.” (Nicholson 1973:93)
4.5.1. Brief Background to Iconographic Studies in the Maya Area
Studies of Preclassic Maya symbolic systems have come a long way since early
descriptions in the late 19th century when the first explorers documented architecture and
sculpted monuments. Herbert J. Spinden’s A Study of Maya Art, Its Subject Matter and
Historical Development was the first formal attempt and art historical contribution to the field,
published in 1913. In 1950, Proskouriakoff published A Study of Classic Maya Sculpture, in
which she presents a systematic approach to the study of motifs represented on Classic Period
stelae. In her analysis, Proskouriakoff (1950:10-11) defined traits by classifying isolated
elements seeking to establish a chronological distribution that would help date sculpted
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monuments. In her attempt to establish the stylistic development of Classic Maya art, she breaks
from the notion that stylistically refined sculpture correlates with superiority on a temporal
continuum, and argues that changes in quality of configurations result from choices made by the
artist, which are, of course, influenced by various factors within a society (Proskouriakoff 1950).
Subsequently, George Kubler (1969) published his work titled Studies in Classic Maya
Iconography, which analyzes and inventories Classic Period Maya iconography using a formal
art historical approach relying somewhat on Erwin Panofsky’s (see 1955) analysis of visual
forms at the level of themes.
Alongside great advances in the decipherment of hieroglyphic writing, studies of Maya
iconography increased and seriously developed. An ongoing task, our understanding of the
ancient Maya symbolic vocabulary is constantly increased and improved with new discoveries,
moving away from colonialist perspectives that viewed pre-Columbian art as heathen images
(Pasztory 1996:320). Today, we have a vast and growing database of symbols and motifs, their
contexts and repertoires, facilitating comparisons and encouraging interpretations.
Iconographic studies have also played a major role in understanding the emergence of
lowland Maya Civilization. Comparison of symbols across the Maya region led scholars to
identify a corpus that was believed to have first developed in the Pacific slopes and in the
Highlands during the Preclassic Period (Benson and Griffin 1988a:3; Coe 1973:1; Parsons
1988:6). In this model, antecedents were to be found in the Olmec civilization of the Gulf Coast
of Mexico (Caso 1942; Coe 1973:1; Covarrubias 1942). At a time when local innovation was
doubtful, there seemed to be some logic in the chronological appearance and geographic
dispersal of a symbolic vocabulary that helped explain the transmission of ideological practices
from one region to another, albeit with some variation. The assumption was that the Lowland
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Maya were influenced by the Highlands and Pacific Slope societies in the Late Preclassic Period,
after 100 B.C.E. (Parsons 1988:6-7). An alternative explanation to the development of a lowland
symbolic corpus is simply that there is a bias in the archaeological record, particularly for the
Preclassic, which lies buried under centuries of architectural overburden. Today, increased
research focused on the Preclassic Period has also enlarged the number or Preclassic contexts
with sophisticated iconographic representations in the Maya Lowlands. This larger iconographic
corpus incorporates a variety of elements, some of which can certainly be traced far back in time
and over great distances (including Olmec roots) and others that appear de novo in the lowlands.
What this demonstrates is that there is more validity to the notion of a widespread ideological
concept that is influenced by regional styles, but adapted and transformed into a local
representation.
In the last fifty years, hundreds of studies have been published providing interpretations
for Preclassic iconography in the Maya Lowlands, often within the context of Mesoamerica in
general (e.g. Coe 1973; Fields 1991; Freidel 1985, 1990; Freidel and Schele 1988a; Guernsey
2006; Guthrie, et al. 1996; Joesink-Mandeville and Meluzin 1976; Joralemon 1974; Joralemon
1971; Joralemon 1976; Miller 2001; Miller and Taube 1993; Norman 1973, 1976; Parsons 1986;
Quirarte 1976, 1977; Reents-Budet 1994; Reilly 1991; Saturno, et al. 2005; Schele 1974; Schele
and Miller 1986; Stuart 1988; Taube 1996, 2001, 2005; Taube, et al. 2010; Valdés 1991).
Accompanied by the advancement in hieroglyphic decipherment, discerning patterns and themes,
classifying elements and studying their contextual distribution, these investigations link the
corpus of symbols and motifs with ideological meaning (see Leach 1976:37; Panofsky 1955), the
foundation of ancient Maya religion and politics. A regional understanding of these systems of
meaning has been possible by comparing and contrasting the context in which they appear and
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identifying compositional repertoires. Classic Period iconography has benefitted from the
identification of particular iconographic representations in relation to hieroglyphic texts,
providing some clues as to the meaning of certain repertoires. But Preclassic Maya art has no
supporting text, even though there are a few cases in which early texts have appeared in context
with iconography from that time period (e.g. Houston 2006; Saturno, et al. 2006).
In the Maya Lowlands, specifically, iconographic studies were popularized at the Mesa
Redonda meetings at Palenque, which began in 1973 (Robertson 1974) and lasted through 1993
(Macri and McHargue 1996). A wide range of topics were discussed at the roundtables, but
iconography was a large component that resulted in major breakthroughs in the interpretation of
important symbols, such as the identification of the Jester God as a symbol of power and
kingship (Schele 1974). Slightly over a decade later, in the 1986 roundtable, Virginia Fields
(1991) proposed the iconographic heritage of the Jester God, linking the symbol with the Olmec
trefoil or “maize headband” and declaring a semantic equivalent for the word ajaw. Later,
Elizabeth P. Benson and Gillett G. Griffin’s (1988b) edited volume brought together the results
of two conferences on iconography,16 in which important motifs and themes are described in
their physical and temporal contexts. At the same time, using the Late Preclassic stucco masks
from Cerros’ Structure 5C-2nd, Freidel and Schele (1988a) proposed an “iconographic syntax,”
arguing that visual compositions could be read like texts (Leach 1976). All of these works,
among many more, are foundational for the study of Maya iconography in the Preclassic and
Classic Periods. Comparable studies exist outside the Maya Lowlands (Quirarte 1976, 1977;
Reilly 1991, 2005), which provide a symbol and theme dataset from which to draw comparisons.
For this research, I studied all of these works in an attempt to become fluent in the symbolic
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Both conferences were held at Princeton University: “The Style and Iconography of Classic Maya Pottery” in
1980, and “The Beginnings of Maya Iconography” in 1982 (Benson and Griffin 1988a:5).
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vocabulary of the Late Preclassic in Mesoamerica that would enable me to make interpretations
and derive meaning from the iconographic compositions at El Achiotal, through the
identification of patterns in the structural sequence (see Leach 1976; Panofsky 1955).

4.5.2. Analytical Process
Iconographic studies of any particular composition involve their dissection, that is, the
isolation of elements from their compositional whole, establishing the smallest unit of analysis.
There are various levels of analysis, all of which are useful in developing interpretation. Just as
there are various levels of analysis, there are also multiple meanings (interpretations) embedded
in a composition. In a structural analysis, this is breaking down the “syntagmatic chain” into a
sequence of individual symbols and signs (Leach 1976:25). Rather than creating a new
classification of elements and because the number of motifs represented at El Achiotal is quite
minimal, my analysis relied on the catalogues created by other scholars, some of which I
discussed above.
For the purposes of my research, I dissected each mural on Structure 5C-01-sub 4 to the
individual motif. This exercise enabled me to appreciate each symbol individually and find
comparisons based on form and style. Similarly, I followed the same procedure with a
comparison of themes, that is, assemblages of elements or symbols to try to find where these
appeared together and in what contexts. Thus, I was able to identify certain iconographic
constants in the repertoire of the Late Preclassic, many of which were anticipating later
conventions. At the same time, while studying other compositions I also became aware of the
variables or differences in the use of certain elements, which lead to variations in meaning, not
all of which can be “read,” or interpreted. Finally, I analyzed each composition, or mural as a
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whole. Here, it was more challenging to find comparisons, as there tends to be more variability
at this level across the region, which I interpret as reflecting the diversity of messages each
political center displayed. At the final level of analysis, looking at the composition as a whole is
where I made new interpretations regarding the meaning of the murals in relation to the building
on which they were painted. The basic stages in the procedure are the following (cf. Coe
1973:5-6; Kettunen 2006:53; Panofsky 1955):
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Identification of elements in isolation
Identification of elements within existing classification catalogues/studies.
Identification of assemblages (or clusters) of elements.
Regional and chronological identification of elements and themes.
Interpretation. Semantic analysis.

Although the analytical approach has changed over the years, has been refined and
adapted to each case, period, and culture, these basic stages owe their existence in part to the
seminal work by Erwin Panofsky (1955:28-30). He formalized the study of art as a discipline
and established an analytical approach from which we can derive meaning, through the
identification of forms, images and compositions, and ultimately interpreting the underlying
meaning or content.
The murals of El Achiotal’s Structure 5C-01-sub 4 are good examples for understanding
how the Maya embedded a multiplicity of meanings in iconographic compositions, which were
likely meant to be read or interpreted at each level as well as altogether. Following Lévi-Strauss’
structural analysis of myth, the “story” is composed of a “palimpsest of superimposed
metaphoric transformations,” and its interpretation is derived from “reading the derived pattern
as a syntagmatic chain” (Leach 1976:25). Each mural at El Achiotal is composed of a set of
symbols that contain meaning by themselves, and more complex meaning as compositions. By
broadening the scale of analysis even further, altogether the murals provide another level of
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interpretation. In other words, levels of meaning derived from the murals and their context vary
according to the scalar unit of analysis.
Although stylistically different, a comparison of each motif as well as assemblages of
motifs revealed that the symbolic vocabulary used at El Achiotal was one that appears
throughout the region in the Late Preclassic Period. Moreover, I was able to trace many symbols
and themes back in time to earlier iconographic repertoires in the Pacific Slopes, Maya
Highlands, and in Olmec iconography. The connections between Olmec and Maya iconography
have been previously studied (Fields 1991; Freidel and Reilly 2010; Joesink-Mandeville and
Meluzin 1976; Joralemon 1971; Joralemon 1976; Mora-Marín 2009; Quirarte 1976, 1977; Reilly
1991), and have demonstrated that aspects about the political ideology were shared and displayed
using a similar symbolic vocabulary, despite regional stylistic differences. Ancient ideological
traditions persisted through time, enduring certain degrees of modification, as they were adapted
into each regional context.

4.6. Survey and Mapping
A detailed description of the methods employed in creating the topographic and
schematic map of El Achiotal was published in the first official report submitted to IDAEH.
Survey and mapping of the ridge-top began in 2009 under the direction of Carlos R. Chiriboga,
who also created both the schematic and topographic maps of the site. That initial work was
critical to my research because it helped spatially contextualize Structure 5C-01 within the site
and it also provided a visual representation of the site layout that facilitated comparison of its
settlement pattern with other contemporaneous centers. In addition to the general mapping of the
site, the looters’ trenches and the excavation units, a very important component in the mapping

122

process was the documentation of the tunnels inside Structure 5C-01 to be geographically
positioned and integrated.
Tunnel excavations present the challenge of knowing where you are in relation to
something else, be it a feature or another tunnel excavation. It is also challenging for
determining how features relate to each other spatially, temporally, and stratigraphically because
tunnels provide glimpses of architectural phases. It is difficult to conceptualize and visualize the
three-dimensionality of the architectural features from their exposed remains in tunnel profiles.
While tunnels can expose large sections of buildings, they do not completely reveal their entire
context. More often, tunnels expose only sections and so it is through detailed recording by way
of scaled drawings, sketches, detailed notes, and hours of observation that one recreates the
architectural features and their proper chronological sequence. The process of reconstructing a
more complete representation of buildings excavated with tunnels on paper is greatly enhanced
by mapping the tunnels and the features with a total station, providing much more accurate
elevations of features in relation to each other and the mound itself.
Like tunnel excavations themselves, there is currently no “standard” methodological
approach that describes how to map and record tunnels. Various projects have invested a lot of
time and effort into the documentation of looters’ trenches and tunnels, but rarely does one find
three-dimensional maps of the tunnels or descriptions of the recording process. Traditional
documentation involves standard profile drawings and plan maps created with a tape and
compass. There are many challenges when mapping tunnels with a total station that might deter
some researchers from doing it, such as the difficulty of operating the equipment in such a
constrained space. It has been done in a few cases, however, and it proves to be an effective way
of recreating an architectural sequence by providing geospatial accuracy when incorporating all
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the various sources of documentation (i.e. profiles and plan maps, topographic maps). Moreover,
knowing with accuracy where the tunnels are in relation to each other, to features, and to the
mound itself allows one to strategize further research, taking into consideration the stability and
integrity of the mound. Something that is possible to discern with traditional methods, but which
is more time consuming and increases the risk for error.
The procedure followed at El Achiotal is worth recounting. In 2011, my colleague Carlos
R. Chiriboga came to the site during the final week of the season with the purpose of mapping
the tunnels I had excavated in 2010 and 2011, in addition to the looters’ tunnels and all the
excavation units outside. In 2009 we had set two permanent Bench Marks when the topographic
map of the site was initiated, to which all new mapping would be tied into. In preparing to map
the tunnels, the first challenge that we confronted was the issue of the tripod because no standard
survey tripod could be used inside the tunnels due to their size. Chiriboga therefore had to
modify the tripod by removing the existing legs, which were screwed on to the platform, and
adapting wooden slabs instead (Fig. 4.1). These wooden slabs did not need to be perfect, as long
as they were the same length and could be securely attached to the platform to provide stability
to the total station. Leveling the total station could still be accomplished with the platform itself.
The result was a tripod that measured about 0.40 m high. These legs were attached to the tripod
platform at a transitional nail just outside the tunnels.
It took three days to map a total of 12 tunnels, which resulted in painstaking work. The
frequent changes in tunnel directions and elevations required setting numerous nails in order for
the total station to be able to take points of almost every section of each tunnel. All tunnels
required multiple nails in order to map them because it was impossible to shoot the entire tunnel
from a single location. The process was facilitated by the fact that we used a total station
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capable of shooting points with direct reflex,17 which in tunnels is much more effective as it can
take the point directly from the surface of the tunnel rather than reflecting off a prism, overall
making the process quicker and accurate. Thousands of points were taken of each tunnel in
order to recreate 3D wireframes. At the same time, specific points were taken on architectural
features, such as walls, corners of buildings, floors, and others, which were assigned a specific
nomenclature in order to distinguish them from regular points. I recorded the specific location of
the feature points on my archaeological drawings as reference. This turned out to be key when
recreating the maps, as the archaeological drawings served as guides.

Figure 4.1. Carlos R. Chiriboga setting the total station at a nail, ready to transition to the
interior of the building to map the tunnels (photo by author, courtesy of PRALC. Ministerio de
Cultura y Deportes de Guatemala).
Not having foreseen how to post-process all these data, neither Chiriboga nor I thought
about the importance of following a logical sequence when taking the points in each tunnel. In
reality, the mapping process involved a lot of discomfort because of reduced space, which meant
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We used a Trimble 3306D total station.
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a.

b.

c.
Figure 4.2. Tunnel 3. a) Result in AutoCAD when points are first imported; b) Distribution of
all points taken for ACH-Tn3; c) Example of some points connected to recreate 3D wireframes
of ACH-Tn3 (Maps by E. Tsesmeli. Ministerio de Cultura y Deportes de Guatemala).
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being in very awkward positions for several minutes at a time, limited ventilation and mobility,
and lack of experience, which ultimately prevented us from thinking through the actual point
taking sequence in relation to processing them into 3D wireframes. While not affecting the final
results, our arbitrary point-taking sequence made the production of wireframes much more time
consuming, which in retrospect I now know could have been avoided.
When mapping tunnels, I highly recommend establishing a plan or formal, consistent
pattern for taking points. Notes describing the process used in each tunnel are critical. The
methodology applied by Tsesmeli for creating the 3D representations of the tunnels as
wireframes involved importing all the points into Foresight where points were connected
manually to recreate the shape of each tunnel. This process was done simultaneously with the
same data imported into AutoCAD, where the points could be seen in 3D and rotated in all
directions to see what points to connect. Unfortunately, AutoCAD cannot automatically detect
the shape of the tunnel and neatly distribute contour lines. Instead, it produces so-called
“tornadoes,” spiraling contour lines, and points connected randomly based on elevation but not
in an organized manner, neither will it maintain the shape of the tunnel when the tunnel is Lshaped (or any other form that is not longitudinal) (Fig. 4.2). As a result, Tsesmeli and I spent
many hours moving back and forth between programs, rotating the cluster of points, writing
down the numbers of points we thought should be connected and going back to connect them.
Each sequence of connected points was then exported from Foresight to AutoCAD to visualize in
3D the connections made. We often had to go back and correct some unions until we resulted
with individual wireframes for all 12 tunnels. Had the points been taken in a logical sequence,
with adequate and corresponding notes, connecting points with a known numerical sequence
would have been much easier.
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Figure 4.3. El Achiotal Structure 5C-01, NE isometric view of mound contour lines at 2m
intervals showing the location of tunnels in 3D wireframes (in red) in relation to certain
architectural features (in green) inside the mound (Maps by C. Chiriboga, E. Tsesmeli and M.J.
Acuña. Ministerio de Cultura y Deportes de Guatemala).
The end result was the successful recreation of the tunnels in 3D representation with the
mound contours (Fig. 4.3). Significantly, these results also allow one to appreciate the tunnels in
relation to the architectural features, of which we have incomplete (whatever was exposed in the
tunnels) included in the map but to which we can also incorporate drawings. In terms of the
architecture, having these data georeferenced will facilitate incorporating reconstructive
drawings of the buildings and their phases. Furthermore, with this information future excavation
plans in Structure 5C-01 can be designed with the exact distribution of tunnels in mind, taking
into account at the same time the integrity and stability of the mound. In fact, there remains
considerable room for more tunnel excavations to investigate the earlier occupation phases, the
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southern side of the Late Preclassic patio group (behind Structure 5C-01-sub 4), as well as the
superstructure of the final constructions.
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CHAPTER 5
EXCAVATIONS AT EL ACHIOTAL

5.1. Settlement Description
El Achiotal was constructed on top of a southwest to northeast oriented elevated ridge
that measures 700 m long by a maximum of 200 m wide. Above surface architectural mounds
are visible only on the southern half of the ridge, and the northern half is, for the most part, flat.
Today the ridge is covered with high canopy forest, low brush vegetation and an overabundant
population of ticks. Pedestrian survey in 2008 and then again in 2009 indicated the general
orientation of the main plaza spaces was north-south, an uncommon orientation for most
Preclassic Maya ceremonial centers. In 2009, during the first field season, Carlos R. Chiriboga
and team mapped a total of 28 mounds, which were arranged around two elongated plazas and
patio groups of irregular form and size and corroborated settlement orientation (Fig. 5.1). To a
certain extent, the ridge constricted settlement, somewhat determining the layout of the site
accordingly, with a series of structures placed along the western edge of the ridge with a parallel
line of buildings along the center framing the two main plazas. Very few structures are located
on the eastern edge, but they are not isolated. Except for Structure 4C-15, every other building
on the east side is part of an architectural arrangement or is associated with a feature, such as a
reservoir (Structure 4D-03) and a chultun (Structure 4D-02). Results from mapping also
revealed that settlement was divided into two groups separated by a slight change in elevation
and a 10˚ change in orientation.
While the ridge certainly constrained the layout or expansion of the site, the South Group
represents a very deliberate orientation. Had the planners of El Achiotal wanted to maintain the

130

Figure 5.1. Schematic map of El Achiotal showing labeled structures and looters’ trenches
(red), chultunes and possible aguadas (courtesy of PRALC. Ministerio de Cultura y Deportes de
Guatemala).
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same alignment throughout the entire site, or were merely following the ridge’s orientation, they
would have done so simply by shifting the South Group 10˚ to the east during the original
construction. Instead, the South Group has a very intentional orientation that is interrupted by
the edge of the ridge on the western side.

5.1.1. The South Group:
The smaller of the two groups, the South Group is located at the southernmost tip of the
karstic ridge and based on building size, shape, and layout it comprises the primary ceremonial
buildings at the site. The total surface area of the South Group is 13,942 m2 and incorporates 10
architectural mounds organized along an alignment of 4.5˚ east of north (Fig. 5.2) (Acuña and
Chiriboga 2010:207, 211). At the very southernmost end is the tallest pyramid at the site,
Structure 5C-01, rising 17 meters above plaza level and facing north onto the elongated patio in
the South Group. Forming a triad with this pyramid are two smaller yet prominent structures,
5C-02 to the west and 5C-08 to the east. The northern half of the plaza is limited on the
northwest by two small platforms, 5C-03 and 5C-04, and on the east by Structure 5C-05. The
latter is an L-shaped platform that extends parallel to the plaza and together with Structure 5C-04
delimits the northern end of the South Group. Three minor promontories on the surface of
Structure 5C-05 indicate it possibly had three smaller superstructures, tentatively labeled “a,” “b”
and “c,” but only future excavations will confirm their presence.
To the east of Structure 5C-05, close to the edge of the ridge is a small rectangular
platform, Structure 5C-06, and to its south is a large J-shaped platform, labeled 5C-07. The latter
goes right up to the edge of the ridge, where there is a fairly sharp drop to the bajo some 40 m
below. The surface of the platform mound is irregular and it is possible it has two smaller
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Figure 5.2. Topographic and schematic map of the South Group at El Achiotal (maps by C. R.
Chiriboga, courtesy of PRALC. Ministerio de Cultura y Deportes de Guatemala).

133

superstructures on top (labeled “a” and “b” on the map), perhaps creating a small open patio
space. Structure 5C-07 would have been somewhat restricted, but not “invisible” from the plaza
space to its west, although north of it is mostly open space leading towards the North Group.
In the small patio space created by Structures 5C-08, 5C-05, and 5C-07 there is an
irregular shaped building, labeled 5C-09. Based on the current shape of the mound it appears to
be round; however, it was severely damaged by a looters’ trench and the backdirt from that may
have reshaped the original state of the mound. On the eastern end of the looters’ trench the
remains of a wall are visible. The wall was made with irregular shaped small rocks, but it does
not appear to curve sufficiently and further raises the question of whether the original shape of
the building was round as suggested by the current shape of the mound.
Settlement distribution in the South Group indicates the large plaza extending northward
~100 m from Structure 5C-01 was the main public space. The function of the buildings is not
described, as with the exception of Structure 5C-01, none have been excavated and architectural
features exposed by looters’ activity are insufficient to determine their use.

5.1.2. The North Group
Extending a little over 250 m north from the South Group, the North Group is the larger
of the two. The groups are divided by a slight change in elevation as well as in orientation. The
North Group’s orientation is determined by the ridge, deviating 10˚ from the alignment of the
South Group, for a general orientation of 14.5˚ east of north (Fig. 5.1). It occupies more surface
area over the ridge and has the most number of visible mounds on the surface. Structures 4C-01
through 4C-08 are multi-chambered structures and platforms of various sizes and shapes located
along the western edge of the ridge. Their proximity to the edge suggests an attempt to maintain,
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as closely as possible, the original orientation of the South Group. The buildings are tightly
organized along the edge of the ridge and often take its shape, as in the case of Structure 4C-01,
using as much of the surface area as possible for construction while at the same time creating an
enclosed, protected plaza. Essentially, the plaza in the North Group is a continuation of the
South Group’s but slightly wider.
The North Group’s plaza is limited on the east side by a long platform, Structure 4C-12,
and an architectural complex composed of a large basal platform housing an elevated patio
group, Structure 4C-11 (Fig. 5.3). These two buildings are located along the midline of the
ridge. To the east of Structure 4C-12 and positioned perpendicularly is Structure 4C-14. In the
northern corner created by these two long platforms is a very small and low platform, Structure
4C-13. Far to the east, along the same line as 4C-14 is a small rectangular platform, Structure
4C-15, positioned just at the edge of the ridge. Farther north and to the east of the 4C-11
complex is a depression in the surface, perhaps a reservoir, and on its southern side is a very
small platform, Structure 4D-03. The 4C-11 complex forms a patio group with four more
buildings at the very northern end of the settlement: Structure 4C-08 at the western edge of the
ridge, Structures 3C-01 and 4C-09 to its north and Structure 4C-10 closing the patio to the east.
The North Group is completed with a large platform at the eastern edge of the ridge, Structure
4D-01, and Structure 4D-02, a small rectangular platform located next to a chultun.
The northern settlement limit is marked by a change in elevation that runs east west just
north of Structures 3C-01, 4C-09, and 4D-01, descending slightly into the northern half of the
ridge. The only visible mound discovered to the north of the main settlement is a platform
located some 25 m north of Structure 3C-01 on the western edge of the ridge. There are two
large depressions north and west of Structure 4D-01 that were likely reservoirs for water.
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Figure 5.3. Topographic map of architectural complex 4C-11, dubbed “the palace” (courtesy of
PRALC. Ministerio de Cultura y Deportes de Guatemala).
Three possible chultunes18 were identified during survey, all of them located in the North Group.
One is located on the northern end of Structure 4C-01, another just south of Structure 4D-02 and
the third west of Structure 4D-01, between the mound and the reservoir.
Access to the site would have been through the North Group, likely through Structures
3C-01 and 4C-09, which form a very narrow passage. While the area to the east of these two
buildings, between them and Structure 4D-01, is open, the reservoir would have impeded easy
access to the ceremonial center.

5.1.3. State of Preservation
As with most Maya sites, El Achiotal was severely damaged by looters, who penetrated
any building that was at least a meter in height. From the total number of visible mounds (28),
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A chultun is an artificial cavity dug into bedrock perhaps used as water cisterns and/or for storage
(Dahlin and Litzinger 1986; Puleston 1971).	
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12 or 42.857% of them were looted. In the North Group the structure more severely damaged
was 4C-11 complex, specifically superstructures “b” and “c.” In the South Group, the three
primary ceremonial buildings, Structures 5C-01, 5C-02 and 5C-08, were the most destroyed.
Structure 5C-01, the main temple locus, has seven large looters’ trenches penetrating from three
sides, but primarily the front, several of which become tunnels going deep into the heart of the
mound at various levels and even traversing it. Structure 5C-08 has the most number of trenches
with a total of 10 going in from all sides and most of them are very large. The majority of
looters’ trenches and tunnels at the site are an indication that the looters were looking for tombs
with sumptuous offerings. Some were clearly dug by inexperienced looters and seem like frantic
attempts to find almost anything, for instance in Structure 4C-05. These are primarily shallow
penetrations in corners of low platforms.
A rapid inspection of the looters’ trenches indicated that looters did not discover any
formal tombs. Instead, a lot or architectural features were exposed and destroyed after the
looters penetrated through several construction episodes and cut through walls and floors. Many
of the buildings now have exposed interior chamber walls, floors and exterior walls, while others
exhibit very complicated stratigraphy associated with the various construction episodes.
Structures 5C-01, 5C-09, and 4C-11c are the only three buildings for which the looters’
trenches have been cleaned and documented (Acuña and Chiriboga 2010; Parris 2011), although
others have been visually explored. A cursory examination of a looters’ trench into the west side
of Structure 5C-08 revealed an empty stone cist built into the construction fill. The context is not
well defined as the looters destroyed much of it, and there were no indications as to what the cist
might have contained. A reformed looter indicated that a small greenstone “stela” was looted out
of Structure 5C-08, although the veracity of that statement remains unconfirmed and no other
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artifact of such kind has been found at the site since archaeological explorations began in 2009.
Given that no proper stela carved in greenstone has ever been reported for the Maya region, I
believe the reference is more likely of an incised greenstone celt or a small, carved greenstone
object. Several of these kinds of artifacts have been found that date to the Late Preclassic and
Early Classic Periods in the Maya region, as well as from Gulf Coast Olmec sites (e.g. the
Leiden Plaque dated to 320 CE; bar pendant from Altun Ha Tomb B-4/6 dated to 584 CE; belt
plaque fragment dated to 250-400 CE; Olmec celt with incised profile dated to 900-600 BCE)
(Fields and Reents-Budet 2005:cats.13, 38 and 92; Schele and Freidel 1990:143).

5.1.4. Excavations at El Achiotal
Excavations at El Achiotal so far have primarily been concentrated in and around
Structure 5C-01, the focus of this dissertation. Investigations have, however, also included a
series of test pits throughout the major plazas in the South and North Groups, as well as in the
patio of Structure 4C-11 (see section 3.3.3). The test excavations were intended to gather
materials and assess the chronological sequence of the plaza occupations throughout the site.
Caroline Parris, a Tulane University graduate student, directed excavations in Structure 4C-11
with the objective of understanding the construction sequence of the large basal platform and to
begin defining the architecture of Structure 4C-11c, the largest superstructure of the patio group.

5.2. Excavations in and around Structure 5C-01
Over three 1-3 month long field seasons, from 2009-2011, archaeological excavations
were primarily focused on Structure 5C-01, the largest building and main temple locus at the
site. Located on the southernmost end of the elevated ridge, at the very edge of the escarpment,
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the mound rises 17 m above plaza level, has a basement measuring 35 m2 and is oriented ~4.5˚
east of north (Figs. 5.1 and 5.2). The mound is comprised of a large basal platform with a temple
superstructure. There was certainly a central staircase on the northern side, leading from the
plaza to a terrace on the surface of the platform, then another staircase leading up to the temple.
We did not encounter any physical evidence of this staircase, but all previous construction
episodes have a northern staircase and it is the main access to the plaza. Seven looters’ trenches
of various sizes and depths penetrate the mound: four from the north or front side, two from the
east, and one from the west and upper most area (Fig. 5.4). The looters’ trenches, unfortunately,
reveal little to no evidence regarding the final construction phase.

Figure 5.4. El Achiotal Structure 5C-01 showing location of looters’ trenches (map by C. R.
Chiriboga, courtesy of PRALC. Ministerio de Cultura y Deportes de Guatemala).
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Investigation of Structure 5C-01 focused on the documentation of existing looters’
trenches and tunnels, and excavation of new tunnels with the objective of understanding the
complex architectural sequence. Excavations were also carried out on sectors of the building’s
exterior in order to document preserved architectural features associated with the final
construction phase. Operation ACH-01 was further subdivided into sub-Operations A, B, C, D,
E, and F. Table 5.1 and Figure 5.5 describe and illustrate the location of each sub-operation:

Sub-Operation
Location
A
East side and exterior of Str. 5C-01
B
Inside Str. 5C-01, namely tunnels
C
North side and exterior of Str. 5C-01
D
North side and exterior terrace of Str. 5C-01
E
West side and exterior of Str. 5C-01
F
South and exterior of Str. 5C-01
Table 5.1. Description of the location of sub-Operations within Operation ACH-01 at El
Achiotal.

Figure 5.5. Schematic illustration of Structure 5C-01, assigned Operation ACH-01, with the
location of sub-Operations (map by C. R. Chiriboga, modified by author, courtesy of PRALC.
Ministerio de Cultura y Deportes de Guatemala).
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5.2.1. Overview and Timeline of the Excavations:
During the 2009 field season, archaeological research on Structure 5C-01 was limited to
cleaning and documenting Looters Trench 6 (LT6) and the two tunnels that penetrate into the
mound, Tunnels (Tn) 1 and 2. LT6 is the largest of the trenches on the east side of the building
(Fig. 5.4). Tunnel 1 is divided into two branches, 1 and 1a, and it is located 6 m above Tn2.
Tunnel 1 also connects with Tn3, which enters the mound from LT2 on the north side of the
mound. The only archaeological excavation associated with this building in 2009 was a test unit
(ACH-1A-1) located at the entrance of LT6, on top of the looters’ backdirt.
Following the complete documentation of the looters’ tunnels and trenches associated
with LT6, in 2010 I initiated excavations of new tunnels inside the mound and began the
documentation of LT2 and LT3, as well as Tn3. As I mentioned above, Tn1 and Tn3 meet in the
very central axis of the mound, under the centerline of the final temple. In order to create a safer
working environment and have two exit points from the tunnels, the space where Tn1 and Tn3
meet was expanded to facilitate moving through, by means of removing looters’ backdirt from
the tunnel floor. This not only made entering and exiting the tunnels possible from two locations
but it created a breezeway that made interior conditions more confortable. In addition to the
excavation of tunnels, we excavated five units on the exterior and front of the mound (Table
A.5.1).
In 2011, I continued excavations of new tunnels inside Structure 5C-01 and excavated a
series of units in sub-Operations E and F, on the exterior west and south sides of the mound
respectively. During this final season I also cleaned and documented LT1, put a test excavation
inside it (ACH-1C-6), and further studied LT3, both on the front and north side of the building.
Table A.5.1 is a chart outlining the excavations, their location and what year I worked on them.
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5.3. Documentation of Looters’ Trenches and Tunnels
The following description of looters’ trenches and tunnels follows the order in which I
documented them, not according to the sequence of the nomenclature. Excavation tunnels will
be described in their corresponding section (5.4.1. of this chapter). Looters’ tunnels, on the other
hand, are described in this section, immediately after the description of the looters’ trench they
are accessed by, as profiles are connected and often features transcend from the exterior profile
into the tunnel.

5.3.1. Looters’ Trench 6 (ACH-1A-LT6)
Once all the natural debris was cleared out, we proceeded by scraping the north profile to
facilitate identification of stratigraphy and features. All the loose dirt was removed from the
trench floor, including looters’ backdirt. The first section of LT6 to be cleaned and documented
comprised 10.60 m of the north profile, from the easternmost end of the trench to where it splits
in two, descending down into Tn2 and continuing on an upper level into Tn1 (Fig. A.5.3).
I originally thought this process would reveal some architectural features in the profile
corresponding to the final construction phase. The profile map, however, is a clear indication
that no architecture was discernable. The entire profile of the trench comprises a single layer of
what appears to be rubble, perhaps architectural collapse, mixed with a semi-compact grayish
brown matrix. The rocks are small to medium in size and show no pattern that would indicate
intentional placement. While it is possible that this stratum corresponds to the final construction
phase, no architecture survives to confirm it. It is as much the case in LT6 as in the large
trenches on the north side of Structure 5C-01. There is some indication in LT1, which I will
describe in detail below, that suggests the final phase simply did not preserve or was not
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finished. Without formal excavations to uncover the final construction phase, it is a bit too
premature to determine with confidence what happened to the final phase, but as I describe in
more detail in my conclusions I believe the evidence favors the argument for unfinished
building.
A wall section is visible on the western wall of LT6, in the midsection where the trench
divides into upper and lower sections. There are three cut limestone blocks positioned in two
rows, only one stone in the lower row and two on the top. The shape and surface finish of the
stones indicates they belong to an architectural feature, but their contextual isolated, prevents
making any correlations with any architectural phase.
Above this wall, in the upper profile section of LT6, close to the entrance into Tn1, one
can discern more easily the remains of architectural features that were buried by the final
construction phase. These include earlier walls, floors and fill layers that end abruptly and had
evidently been destroyed in order to accommodate the later construction phase. Between the
entrance to Tn1, where these features are visible, and the drop down to the lower section of LT6,
the profile was severely destroyed by looters, but also by large tree roots that tore whatever
architectural features might have survived there, making it impossible to make connections
between the surviving architecture and the eastern and lower profile of LT6.

5.3.2. Tunnel 2 (ACH-1B-Tn2)
Tunnel 2 is one of the deepest of the looter’s illicit excavations. It is accessible through
LT6 on the east side of Structure 5C-01, through a very confined opening (Fig. A.5.4). Running
in an east-west orientation, Tn2 measures 9.75 m long, 1.40 m high, and 1.05 m wide (maximum
measurements). Its profiles do not reveal any evidence for masonry architecture; instead, one
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can observe a series of leveling fill layers, including three early and very compact floors. The
earliest leveling episode I identified corresponds to very dark, almost black, and very compact
clay devoid of large rocks. Called platform Bolay, this very compact layer of clay was likely
intended for leveling the surface of the ridge prior to construction. The bajo-clay was also found
in the deepest levels of excavations in other parts of the site (Acuña 2011a, b; Acuña and
Chiriboga 2010; Cruz 2011; Parris 2011). On the north profile and towards the western end of
the tunnel, one can appreciate a portion of bedrock protruding into the clay. Test excavations
throughout the site revealed that the bedrock’s surface on the ridge was very uneven, requiring
huge leveling efforts prior to construction of formal architecture (Acuña and Chiriboga 2010;
Cruz 2011). It makes sense, therefore, that the kind of fill used to level bedrock, which would
withstand centuries of construction activity, would consist of such hard and compact clay,
imported from the surrounding bajos and civales. These types of sediments have been found in
fill layers at other sites dating to the Middle Preclassic, such as under Structures 31 and 18 at
Nakbe (Hansen 1998:70), and at El Parlmar (Doyle 2012:361), sharing similarities in
composition and coloration, but also in construction techniques. Whether or not the fill layer at
El Achiotal is contemporaneous with those at Nakbe is not confirmed, as the pottery recovered
from the profile walls are very small and not diagnostic, and no other dating materials were
discovered during the documentation process. Although circumstantial, the long sequence of
construction above this tunnel indicates that these deepest levels are quite early and could date to
the Middle Preclassic or early facet of the Late Preclassic Period. Ceramic evidence from the
master unit excavated into platform 4C-11 in the North Group indicates that during the
transitional period from the Middle to Late Preclassic, the population was preparing the surface
of the ridge and raising platforms using this sediment (Parris 2011).

144

Immediately above platform Bolay, up to the ceiling of the tunnel, are several layers of
fill made up of small to medium sized rocks and different colored soils. For the most part, the
layers of rock do not intermix with the soil; rather, they are clustered in pockets with rocks of
similar size (Fig. A.5.4). While pockets of rocks in the fill, without soil, may suggest rapid
construction, the compact layering of soil above and in between these clusters indicates careful,
thought-out construction.
Visible in the north profile wall only, towards the eastern end of the tunnel, is a distinct
feature. It consists of a thin and very compact layer of yellowish lime matrix mixed with small
pebbles that make up a floor-like surface, dubbed Keken. Unlike later floors, Keken was not
made with stucco plaster. Beneath it, there is 1.05 m of fill comprised by several layers of soil
ranging from pale brown to dark brown, distinctly separated from the rest of the profile fill to its
west (Fig. 5.6 and A.5.4). This platform-like feature appears intrusive into the existing fill, and I
propose it is the result of architectural modifications on the exterior and east side of
constructions buried in the fill above Tn2. The ceiling of Tn2 reflects a change in fill, from the
layers of soil to a level of small rocks, perhaps part of the fill of a building associated with the
floor-like surfaces Keken, Choo and Chiil, at the eastern end of the tunnel.
Above Keken, ~0.50 m, and visible in the north profile of the entrance to Tn2 is another
floor-like surface, labeled Choo. The fill between the two is similar to that of Keken in that it
contains soils of various colors overlaying each other, but not intermixing, and containing very
few small stones. Unlike the earlier floor surface, Choo does not extend as far west, perhaps
suggesting an eastern expansion of the architecture associated with it. Choo was later cancelled
out with the placement of a thin layer of dark brown fill, only 0.20 m thick, and a third floor
surface, named Chiil (Fig. A.5.3).
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Figure 5.6. Photograph of fill detail in ACH-1B-Tn2, showing a section of the earthen platform
Keken (photo by author, courtesy of PRALC. Ministerio de Cultura y Deportes de Guatemala).
With the available evidence from Tn2, very little can be clearly understood of these early
construction activities. I argue that the layer of dark and compact clay was an initial effort to
level the terrain in preparation for construction, as other excavations throughout the site
demonstrate (e.g. ACH-1A-1, ACH-99-3) (Acuña and Chiriboga 2010; Cruz 2011). This
particular kind of fill was not discovered in any of the excavations in plazas and patios,
suggesting it was used intentionally as an architectural foundation (cf. Parris 2011). Fill layers in
Tn2 suggest they corresponded to a large platform. Platform Keken was likely a modification to
the eastern edge of a greater architectural complex, and Choo was a later remodeling event that
raised the surface, perhaps in accordance with elevation changes of the architecture on the major
platform. Chiil seems to be a resurfacing event, given the thinness of the fill beneath it. In these
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early construction phases, surfaces were not yet built using lime plaster and the layout of the
associated architecture has yet to be defined, but the architectural techniques indicate the builders
were knowledgeable of regional practices.

Figure 5.7. Plan map of ACH-1B-Tn1 and Tn1a with mound contour lines and tunnel entrance
on the east (map by C. R. Chiriboga and author, courtesy of PRALC. Ministerio de Cultura y
Deportes de Guatemala).
5.3.3. Tunnel 1 (ACH-1B-Tn1)
Tunnel 1 is located above Tn2 and its entrance is in the upper section of LT6 on the east
side of Structure 5C-01 (Fig. 5.4). The tunnel runs in an east-west direction and penetrates
approximately 10 m into the mound, ending in the central axis of Structure 5C-01. In other
words, the tunnel ends right beneath the center point of the mound summit. Clearly, the looters
were aiming for a centerline tomb, as Tn3 also ends in this location. Tunnel 1 is divided into two
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branches: the main branch, Tn1, corresponds to the main east-west section that runs from the
entrance at LT6 to the central axis of the mound. The secondary branch, Tn1a, is perpendicular
to Tn1 and runs 5.80 m in a south-southwest direction (Fig. 5.7) and ends about a meter lower in
elevation than Tn1.
Tunnel 1 measures 10 m long by 2.16 m wide and 2.90 m high (maximum
measurements). The maximum width of the tunnel is the result of the looters widening their
excavation, likely because of their failed attempt to find any features and began probing towards
the south. Looters abandoned their probe when they broke through what evidently was the
exterior wall of a structure, which my investigations identified as the back wall of Structure 5C01-sub 4.19
The tunnel profiles reveal a series of construction episodes that correspond to leveling fill
layers, platforms, floors, and masonry buildings (Figs. 5.8 and 5.9). I identified a total of six
floors, some of which are clearly associated with visible buildings and others that must be
remodeling events associated with architecture not yet identified. Given the complex nature of
the stratigraphy visible in this tunnel, I will describe the floors and leveling fills separately from
the visible masonry structures.
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The hole the looters opened from Tn1 will reappear in the section on Tn6 below that will help contextualize this
explanation.
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Figure 5.8. North profile of ACH-1B-Tn1, excavated by looters, showing earliest masonry architecture and plaster floors on the summit of
a large platform, Structure 5C-01-sub 8 (drawing by author, courtesy of PRALC. Ministerio de Cultura y Deportes de Guatemala).
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Figure 5.9. South profile of ACH-1B-Tn1, excavated by looters, showing architectural sequence. Structure 5C-01-sub 8a
is visible in profile at the eastern end of the tunnel and Structure 5C-01-sub 4 on the western side (drawing by author,
courtesy of PRALC. Ministerio de Cultura y Deportes de Guatemala).
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5.3.3.1. Floors and Earthen Platforms in Tunnel 1
Within Tn1, the earliest construction activity recognizable in the profiles is a compact
earthen platform called Chic. It is only visible in the east profile wall of Tn1a, as it is located
deeper than the surface level of Tn1 (Fig. 5.10). Although only a portion of Chic’s fill is
appreciated in the profile, it is enough to recognize that it differs from other types of fill observed
in Tn1, as it contains hardly any rocks and is lighter in color. Its surface is composed of very
compact soil, mixed with lime that gives it a yellowish tone. Although distinct in comparison to
the fill above it, the surface of Chic slowly blends in with its own fill.
Rising 1.13 m above Chic is a layer of fill composed of a mixture of small to medium
sized rocks and soils of various colors intermixed with clusters of rocks. The soil colors range
from pale and light brown to dark brown; some whitish and yellowish soils are also present.
This fill is leveled by a compact surface called Uo. Neither Chic nor Uo have plastered floors
and resemble the surfaces described in Tn2. The Uo surface is visible in all profiles of Tn1 and
Tn1a (Figs. 5.8, 5.9 and 5.10). In Tn1 it extends across the entire length of the tunnel on the
south profile, but it does not reach the end of the tunnel in the north profile. In the south profile,
the Uo surface overlays two different kinds of fill. At the eastern end of the tunnel, close to the
entrance from LT6, the fill is very pale brown mixed with yellow and white, and contains small
to medium sized rocks. The surface is uneven, rising up a step towards the east and appearing to
be an early mound replaced later by Structure 5C-01-sub 8a. There is a sharp change in fill
about 1.50 m west of the step, where the fill becomes dark brown, more compact and containing
less rocks. While the surface generally remains at the same level from the step to the end of the
tunnel, it is not a perfectly flat or smooth one.
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Figure 5.10. East profile of ACH-1B-Tn1a showing early earthen platforms and west or front lower tier of Structure 5C-01-sub 8a
(drawing by author, courtesy of PRALC. Ministerio de Cultura y Deportes de Guatemala).
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On the north profile of Tn1, the Uo surface extends ~5.75 m west. The hardened surface
disappears in the same location where the fill changes from light pale brown mixed with whitish
and yellowish soil to dark brown. There is a 0.25 m difference in elevation between the surface
of Uo in the north and south profiles, the north one being higher. There is also a discrepancy in
the location of the step, as in the north profile it shows up 3 m further west. Despite these
differences, I suggest Uo was a large earthen platform that had different elevations, perhaps
emulating small platforms around a patio. The change in fill color may indicate a modification
to the space, where an earlier, earthen version of the patio was filled in and leveled at the
elevation visible in the south profile of Tn1. Apparently, the looters tore through a very
important section of this platform, where changes in elevation reflected how the space was
organized, and the reason why the surface of Uo does not continue as far west in the north profile
as it does in the south one.
The construction that buried platform Uo reflects a major change in architectural style
and construction technique. The builders at El Achiotal transitioned from compact earthen
platforms to the use of plaster and stone architecture. Appearing in all the profiles of Tn1 and
Tn1a is the first stucco plaster floor, labeled Hob (Figs. 5.8, 5.9, 5.10, 5.11), corresponding to
5C-01-sub 8 in the sequence. It is a thick floor, reaching up to 0.10 m in some sections, with a
smooth and even surface. It shows a slight decline towards the west, but that was likely an
intentional feature to drain the patio space it created. This floor extends under all masonry
construction visible in Tn1 and Tn1a and the only building it can be associated with at the
moment is Structure 5C-01-sub 8a, an early phase of the building dubbed Chub. Visible in the
southern profile of Tn1, at the eastern end and just above the step formed by platform Uo, is a
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wall of nicely dressed limestone blocks. The wall is formed by four rows of stones, carefully
placed to form an angled wall, or talud, where floor Hob abuts (Fig. 5.9).
Floor Hob was canceled with the placement of a new floor, only 0.25 m above it, called
Waquib, corresponding with 5C-01-sub 7 in the sequence. The fill separating the two floors
consists of a layer of only small stones, with no soil, 0.17 m thick. The plaster floor was then
placed immediately above the stones. The stones are very tightly packed, providing stability to
the plaster, preventing holes or dents and ensuring a compact, even surface. Floor Waquib abuts
with the east walls of Structures 5C-01-sub 8a and –sub 8b, with the midsection of the talud of
the terrace that was a later addition to the original construction of Structure 5C-01-sub 8a (-sub
8a-1) (see Fig. 5.9) and then extends westwards the length of the tunnel. Floor Waquib is only
visible in the westernmost portion of the northern profile of Tn1 and it abuts at the top of the first
row of stones that make up the southern wall of Structure 5C-01-sub 8b (see Fig. 5.8).
The next floor constructed was Wuqub, only 0.20 m above Waquib and following the
same construction method of plaster directly over a layer of small stones with no soil. Like floor
Waquib, Wuqub also abuts with the east walls of Structures 5C-01-sub 8a and –sub 8b, slightly
below the surface of the former’s terrace, while only reaching the mid-wall of the latter.
Floor Waqxab corresponds to the interior chamber surface of Structure 5C-01-sub 4 (see
Fig. 5.9). The floor is visible in both profiles of Tn1 at the western end and in some sections,
such as the southeast corner of the chamber, it is possible to see that the floor was once replastered. The last floor that appears in Tn1 is Beleb, which is at the highest point of Tn1 and
abuts with the exterior wall of sub-Structure 5C-01-sub 4 (Figs. 5.8 and 5.9). The floor was laid
over a whitish, semi-compact fill containing mostly small stones.
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5.3.3.2. Structures
The first masonry construction so far identified in Tn1 is Structure 5C-01-sub 8a, dubbed
Chub (Figs. 5.9, 5.10, and 5.12). Only a small portion of this building survives, as it was mostly
destroyed to accommodate later construction episodes. In the south profile of Tn1, at the eastern
end, one can appreciate the cross section of the building. There are two construction phases for
this building. Only a section of the basal platform of the building is visible for the first phase of
Structure 5C-01-sub 8a, associated with floor Hob, the earliest plastered floor visible inside Tn1.
This lower tier measured 1 m high from the surface of Hob to its top surface. The face of the
western wall is at an angle, or talud and was constructed with four rows of square limestone
blocks. The surface of the building was covered and smoothed with plaster and it is unclear if
this building was decorated or painted. A later addition to the building, Structure 5C-01-sub 8a1 consisted of a small terrace extending west from Structure 5C-01-sub 8a (see Fig. 5.9 and
5.12). The plaster from the lower half of the original wall was removed and a new set of
limestone blocks were set up against it in two columns. To the west of these blocks is fill,
consisting of pale brown and white soil mixed with small amorphous stones, and then two
stacked limestone blocks that shape the end of the small extension. This addition was
constructed directly on top of floor Hob, extending 1.80 m west and was half the height of the
original terrace, adding a tier to the overall building. The surface of the added terrace was also
plastered, smoothed and I found no traces of paint on the façade that is exposed in Tn1a. It is
unknown how much time went by between the original construction and the later addition;
however, both continue to be associated with floor Hob (5C-01-sub 8 in the sequence) for a
while, until this is replaced by floor Waquib (5C-01-sub 7 in the sequence).
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Figure 5.11. Close-up of cross-section showing phases 5C-01-sub 8 through –sub 4 and
correlation with floor names. Solid lines represent exposed architectural features during
excavation (drawing by author, courtesy of PRALC. Ministerio de Cultura y Deportes de
Guatemala).

Figure 5.12. Reconstructed plan map of Structure 5C-01-sub 8 with constructions –sub 8a, -sub
8a-1, and –sub 8b. Solid lines represent exposed architecture (drawing by author, courtesy of
PRALC. Ministerio de Cultura y Deportes de Guatemala).
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Structure 5C-01-sub 8b was constructed on top of floor Hob and to the north of Structure
5C-01-sub 8a. It is unclear whether this construction coincides with Structure 5C-01-sub 8a-1, is
earlier or later. The only evidence for this building is a wall of approximately 0.70 m in height
that the looters exposed when excavating the tunnel, having shaved the plaster off the south
façade of the platform, which is now exposed in the north profile of Tn1 (see Fig. 5.8). The
portion of the wall that is exposed measures 6.80 m long by 0.70 m in height (Fig. 5.9). The
height can only be measured on the western end of the building, as it is the only section where
the surface is preserved. At this point, it is impossible to know if Structure 5C-01-sub 8b was a
multi-terraced building or a single platform, and it is also impossible to ascertain its exact size.
The construction of floor Waquib coincides with phase 5C-01-sub 7 and floor Wuqub
with phase 5C-01-sub 6 in the sequence (Figs. 5.9, 5.11, A.5.5). My excavations did not
encounter any evidence for new buildings associated with 5C-01-sub 7, but I suspect that
perhaps in addition to raising the patio level, modifications to existing buildings or the
construction of new ones on the south and west side of the patio are possibilities. Evidence in
the profiles of Tn3 suggests there was a small platform, Structure 5C-01-sub 6a, constructed at
the top of a staircase (Figs. 5.11 and A.5.5). This staircase appears to be the same one associated
with 5C-01-sub 8 that was modified by adding steps as the summit was gradually raised, and
continued to be in use through 5C-01-sub 4. Structure 5C-01-sub 6a is the first of three
identified threshold buildings at the top of the staircase.
Subsequently, the next construction identified in the sequence is Structure 5C-01-sub 5, a
building dubbed Sip (Figs. 5.11, A.5.5). A lot more can be said about this small building, as I
uncovered more of it with new tunnel excavations. In Tn1, at least the eastern half of the south
wall is visible. It was constructed on top of floor Wuqub, which runs up to the mid-section of the
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west wall of Structure 5C-01-sub 8b. In Tn1’s north profile, one can appreciate a low platform
measuring 0.40 m in height with a slight talud (Fig. 5.8) that corresponds to the southern lower
tier of this building. Above this platform, one can appreciate the remains of the vertical walls of
a superstructure. Although minimal, enough plaster remains on the surfaces of the wall and
platform to know that the building was covered by 1-2 cm of plaster. A faded red coloration in
the plaster suggests the platform was painted solid red. The superstructure walls have evidence
of decorations, consisting of red painted lines over a cream plaster. It is impossible to determine
the decoration except for a single vertical band, 0.10 m thick, which framed a doorway (see Figs.
5.8 and 5.13). The doorway, which measured approximately 1.25 m wide, was sealed in
antiquity with limestone blocks and a compact brown matrix; however, a very small section of
the east doorjamb is still visible. Like the vertical red band better preserved to the west of the
doorway, there is a tiny fragment of stucco with red paint corresponding to the one on the east
side. There are no other indications of painted motifs on the remaining plastered areas of the
south façade of Structure 5C-01-sub 5.

Fig. 5.13. Photograph of architectural detail on west side of southern doorway in Structure 5C01-sub 4 illustrating a vertical red band painted on stucco wall (photo by author, courtesy of
PRALC. Ministerio de Cultura y Deportes).
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The southeast exterior corner and east wall of Structure 5C-01-sub 5 rest on the surface
of Structure 5C-01-sub 8b (see Fig. 5.8). The latter’s surface becomes the exterior floor area east
of –sub 5. The south façades of these two buildings are aligned east-west and by the time –sub 5
was constructed and in use, the western end of –sub 8b had been buried and only a portion of it
remained exposed (at least the basal platform visible in Tn1 profile).
Structure 5C-01-sub 4 was the latest building identified during the documentation of Tn1,
dubbed Jonon. Also associated with floor Wuqub on the south side, Structure 5C-01-sub 4 is the
only complete building thus far discovered in my tunnel excavations. When digging the tunnel,
the looters came perpendicularly upon the exterior east wall of the building and exposed Mural 1
(described below). They proceeded with the tunnel (west end of Tn1) by breaking through the
wall underneath the mural, so cutting through the platform and running below the interior plaster
floor, Waqxab, corresponding to the interior of –sub 4 (Fig. 5.14). The exposed section of the
east wall revealed a basal platform with a talud, 0.65 m high and a vertical wall rising 1.30 m
above it. The talud was painted with a red band running along the upper rim ~0.15 m thick.
Because the looters cut through the wall, it was possible to measure its thickness as 0.60 m and
examine the construction technique. The wall was built with fill comprising small and medium
sized stones, and limestone blocks mixed with a brown semi-compact matrix. The exterior
plaster was placed directly over the brown matrix.
Upon further examination of the architectural features, it became apparent that Structure
5C-01-sub 4 was a modification of –sub 5 (Fig. 5.15). This remodeling event involved an
extension southward, the interior floor of –sub 5 was covered with a new floor, Waqxab, and the
southern/posterior half of the chamber was raised a step higher. Both buildings are located along
the central axis of Structure 5C-01’s sequence.
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Figure 5.14. Photograph viewing west into ACH-1B-Tn1 prior to archaeological intervention
and illustrating looters’ damage. Visible wall corresponds to the mid-lateral east wall of
Structure 5C-01-sub 4 and Mural 1 (photo by author, courtesy of PRALC. Ministerio de Cultura
y Deportes de Guatemala).

Figure 5.15. Reconstructive plan maps showing phases 5C-01-sub 5 (left) and 5C-01-sub 4
(right) (drawings by author, courtesy of PRALC. Ministerio de Cultura y Deportes de
Guatemala).
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Mural 1, exposed by the excavation of Tn1 by looters’ coincides with the junction of
Structures 5C-01-sub 5 and –sub 4, and was clearly painted after the architectural remodeling
event took place. The extension of the building also involved widening the east and west walls
of the new extension in relation to the front half (what was –sub 5), by 0.15 m. In other words,
the back and south side of –sub 4 was wider by ~0.30 m than the front, which maintained the
original width of the previous phase, -sub 5. As a result, the mural is not painted on a flat
surface. A description of the mural is provided in section 6.4.1 of this dissertation.

5.3.4. Looters’ Trench 2 (ACH-1C-LT2)
It is the longest of the looters’ trenches penetrating Structure 5C-01 and it is located on
the north side of the mound along the central axis. It begins at the base of the mound and
continues nearly to the top of it (Fig. 5.4). Like LT6, LT2 can be divided in two, a lower section
that runs 11 m south and horizontally from the base of the mound, where looters came upon a
staircase corresponding to Structure 5C-01-sub 2. Looters broke through the staircase and
penetrated the mound with a tunnel (ACH-1B-Tn13) 3-4 m long20 (Fig. 5.16). The second and
upper section of LT2 is located on the terrace, running from its edge almost to the top of the
mound. From the level of the terrace, the looters’ excavation penetrates deep into the mound
with Tn3 (ACH-1B-Tn3), following the centerline to the axis of the mound and Tn1. Higher up
on the mound, where the trench ends there is a small tunnel (ACH-1B-Tn14) that does not
penetrate too far into the temple and remains undocumented.
Looters’ Trench 2 (LT2) was cleaned and documented in 2010. Unfortunately, it was not
documented in its entirety, as work concentrated on the lower section and only on a portion of
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  

20

Looters’ tunnel 13 has not been scientifically documented.
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the upper section, specifically on the terrace by the entrance to Tn3. I anticipated that this
process would reveal architectural features pertaining to the final construction phase and perhaps
one or two phases before it. Due to its relatively even surface, the west profile of LT2 was
chosen for cleaning. We scraped the profile to remove debris and moss that had accrued since it
was originally excavated, and improve visibility of stratigraphy and proper recording (Fig. 5.17).

Figure 5.16. ACH-1B-LT2. Photographs of trench prior to cleaning (left) and close-up of
Structure 5C-01-sub 2’s staircase as left by looters (photos by author, courtesy of PRALC.
Ministerio de Cultura y Deportes de Guatemala).
Once cleaned, the west profile of LT2 revealed some architectural features but also
proved to be quite complex and difficult to understand stratigraphically because there are several
isolated and discontinued features. Unfortunately, no clear evidence of the final phase was
apparent, with the exception of its fill. There is a relatively thick layer of humus, on top of
which is a layer of looters’ backdirt on the northern and lower slope of the trench (Fig. 5.17).
The architectural features visible in the lower section of LT2 pertain to Structure 5C-01-sub 2’s
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Figure 5.17. West profile of looters’ trench 2 (LT2) and tunnel 3 (Tn3) (Drawing by J. Elliott and M.J. Acuña, courtesy
of PRALC. Ministerio de Cultura y Deportes).
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staircase and lower terrace floor. There are four steps covered in well-preserved plaster that
correspond to Structure 5C-01-sub 2. At the base, floor Kablaju extends northward 4.75 m and
then disappears in both profiles, indicating it was likely cut in antiquity to accommodate the
next, and apparently final construction phase. Above floor Kablaju is a thick layer of fill. One
meter above the floor, at the level of the second step up on Structure 5C-01-sub 2’s staircase, is a
layer of fill comprised solely of small amorphous stones, laid out evenly on top of a fill layer
composed of a light brown and yellowish matrix mixed with few and random stones, with areas
of stone clusters. A similar layer of stones was placed directly over the second step and at the
base of the staircase. Above the even surface of the layer of rocks is a fill composed of pale
brown, yellowish and whitish soil mixed with small to large rocks. The large rocks are placed
quite securely and apparently intentionally in the fill. Although not appreciated well in the
profile map, these rocks give the impression of being part of a staircase armature similar to those
seen in LT3.
The next floor up identified in the lower section of LT2 corresponds to the same floor
that appears in LT1, labeled Oxlaju (not visible in Fig. 5.17, see Fig. 5.20 and A.5.5). No longer
preserved, this floor likely extended a bit farther north to meet a staircase descending down to
the plaza level. In my interpretation of the sequence, floor Oxlaju cancelled part of Structure 5C01-sub 2 with an addition labeled 5C-01-sub 1a in the sequence (Fig. A.5.5). Architectural
modifications in this section are difficult to understand in sequence, as there is too much absent
from the record. It is possible that the staircase associated with floor Oxlaju was to be
reconstructed for the final phase, which apparently was never finished.
Other architectural features visible in the profiles of LT2 include two poorly understood
walls, corresponding to two undefined construction phases, Structure 5C-01-sub 1a and –sub 1b,
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dubbed Conga and Jejen. These appear in both the east and the west profiles (Figs. 5.17 and
5.18). The walls face south and are covered in stucco plaster. The position of Structure 5C-01sub 1b in front of –sub 1a, suggests it was a remodeling event. When looters excavated LT2 they
broke through these walls and exposed them in profile. Structure 5C-01-sub 1b was constructed
with an apron molding style wall and it is possible the earlier phase of this building was the
same. Evidence in the east profile suggests these buildings were constructed directly on top of a
staircase. Four steps of this staircase are visible in the east profile of LT2 (see Fig. 5.17) and it
still remains uncertain with which architectural phase they correspond. I dug a small probe in
front of the wall and confirmed that it abuts with the staircase. This staircase, however, does not
align properly with the one identified in the lower section of LT2 as pertaining Structure 5C-01sub 2. The connection between the two is unclear, but they are architecturally similar in style.
Instead of being constructed directly on the staircase, it is more likely that Structures 5C01-sub-1a and –sub 1b were constructed on a floor that leveled the terrain to sustain a
superstructure (see Fig. A.5.5). I identified it as floor Oxlaju, which appears further north along
the same level of the east profile of LT2 and in LT1’s west profile. Given that the walls
correspond with the southern side of a structure, the rest of the building would have required
surface space and floor Oxlaju is the only one identified at the appropriate elevation. Floor
Oxlaju is more or less at the same elevation as the earlier floor Beleb, which ends at the entrance
of Tn3. This earlier floor appears to have been cut to accommodate subsequent constructions.
Structures 5C-01-sub 1a and –sub 1b were probably not large buildings, but their location
indicates they were located on the centerline, suggesting they represent two phases of a threshold
building. On the other hand, they also block the centerline access to the staircase and the temple.
The narrow space between the walls cut through by the looters’ is small enough to suggest there
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was no doorway and that the south wall of these structures was solid. Access to the temple was
temporarily blocked along the centerline.
Structures 5C-01-sub 1a and –sub 1b were cancelled by another modification that
incorporated the construction of a new and final terrace surface and plaster floor called Kalaju.
This modification is the final one identified in the sequence and comprises the final terrace of
Structure 5C-01 (Fig. A.5.5). Apparently, earlier staircases and other parts of the building
continued in use. Only a portion of the floor remains visible in the eastern profile of LT2, right
above the staircase and entrance to Tn3 (see Fig. 5.17). It would appear that this floor was the
terrace floor during the final occupation of Structure 5C-01 and extended further north where it
met the staircase descending to the plaza. Unfortunately, as mentioned earlier, this staircase no
longer exists but based on the mound slope it appears to have used a portion of an earlier
staircase, or as speculated it was never finalized.

5.3.5. Tunnel 3 (ACH-1B-Tn3)
Tunnel 3 was excavated by looters and penetrated the mound from the upper section of
LT2, described above. It runs from north to south, more or less following the centerline of the
mound and ends where it meets Tn1. From the staircase of sub-Structure 5C-01-sub 1 to the
juncture with Tn1, Tn3 measures 12 m long. Nearly 2 m into the excavation, the looters found
floor Beleb, which they followed all the way until the floor ended in what we now know is the
doorway into Structure 5C-01-sub 4 (Fig. 5.18). At that point the looters excavated a bit further
and deeper, probably thinking they were going to find a tomb filled with sumptuous goods, but
instead came upon Tn1.
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In the southern end of Tn3, the profile exposes floors already known from Tn1 and
reveals a portion of the earlier construction phases associated with those identified in Tn1 (Fig.
5.19). In Tn3, the earliest phase visible is Structure 5C-01-sub 8, capped by floor Hob and
discussed above. Floor Waquib does not appear in Tn3, suggesting the raising of the patio level
(Structure 5C-01-sub 7) did not extend as far north as the staircase. Subsequently, construction
proceeded with Structure 5C-01-sub 6 and –sub 6a, sealing the earlier phase and extending the
surface once again to the edge of the staircase (see Figs. 5.11 and 5.19).

Figure 5.19. ACH-1B-Tn3, south end and west profile of tunnel showing architectural features
corresponding to early phases 5C-01-sub 8 through –sub 4 (drawing by author, courtesy of
PRALC. Ministerio de Cultura y Deportes de Guatemala).
Structure 5C-01-sub 6a was a low platform, only measuring 0.34-0.36 m in height and
approximately 2 m wide, based on available evidence in the profiles. It is possible that the
subsequent phase, Structure 5C-01-sub 5 was a modification to –sub 6a, given that their top
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surfaces nearly coincide, with a separation of only 0.06 m on the west profile of Tn3 and by 0.03
on the east profile, indicating the platform was practically resurfaced.
In addition to re-plastering the surface, the transformation from Structure 5C-01-sub 6a to
–sub 5 included the construction of formal walls, previously unidentified for the earlier platform.
This is not to suggest that –sub 6a did not have walls, for these may have been of perishable
materials or destroyed to accommodate the next phase, but either way there is no evidence for
them. Evidence for the walls corresponding to Structure 5C-01-sub 5, on the other hand, appear
on the north profile of Tn1 (Fig. 5.8) on the west profile of Tn3 (Fig. 5.19), and in Tn5 (Fig.
5.28). When the looters excavated Tn3 they went right through the doorway of Structure 5C-01sub 5, shaving the surface of the doorjamb and leaving it exposed. Part of the stucco still
remains on the doorjamb and has evidence of paint. The motif painted in red is geometrical and
resembles Preclassic illustrations of accession scaffolds, like the one painted on the west wall of
Pinturas Sub-1A at the site of San Bartolo (see Figs. 6.2 and 6.3) (Taube, et al. 2010:Fig. 39b).
Where the plaster is absent, one can see the small limestone blocks used for construction and the
brown mortar that held them together. The doorjamb and front and northern wall of Structure
5C-01-sub 5 measures 0.56 m thick. At the base of the wall on the exterior there is a small step
that circulates the building, making the base of the wall 0.70 m thick. The preserved portion of
the doorjamb is only 0.48 m high. In this section of the building, the wall was cut in antiquity at
the level of floor Beleb.
As I mentioned in the description of Tn1’s profiles, Structure 5C-01-sub 5 was remodeled
into Structure 5C-01-sub 4. The front section of the building did not change and the same walls
continued in use. It is unknown whether the plaster was changed on the entire building;
however, there is evidence that the building was painted with a unique set of murals when it
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became 5C-01-sub 4. I posit that the doorjamb painting represents the original decoration on
Structure 5C-01-sub 5 and that the looters shaved off the paint of the later phase.
There are two more architectural features identified in the profiles of Tn3, which are in
fact quite curious. Visible on both the east and west profiles of Tn3 is a distinct fill layer that
appears to be a crude platform, dubbed Tabano, that corresponds with phase 5C-01-sub 3 in the
sequence (see Fig. 5.11). This platform essentially cancels the entire staircase (described below
in Tn8) that provides access to phases 5C-01-sub 8 through –sub 4. Presumably, the walls of
Structure 5C-01-sub 4 were still standing when this platform was constructed. It represents a
very large event filling an area of undefined volume, but from surface of Structure 5C-01-sub 8’s
lower tier, at the base of the staircase to the surface of this platform (approximately 3.52 m
above). The surface of 5C-01-sub 3 emerges out of the modern surface of Tn3, slopes up and
then descends in a talud onto the top step of the staircase, just in front of the superstructure’s
doorway and extending along the façade of the building (see Fig. 5.18). Although the platform
was constructed with compact fill composed of different colored soils layered in no particular
order, the talud was constructed with small to medium-sized rocks. The surface and talud do not
appear to be a formal construction, as they do not compare at all with the quality of the earlier
buildings. On the contrary, the fill is intentionally very solid but the finish is comparatively very
crude.
Above 5C-01-sub 3 is another similar massive construction effort. It was first recognized
in Tn1 and labeled floor Beleb. My reconstruction of the sequence so far suggests this may in
fact be terrace associated with 5C-01-sub 2, but I do not have solid evidence to prove that. In
Tn3 this floor extends north 7.40 m from the front walls of Structure 5C-01-sub 4 to the entrance
of the tunnel (see Fig. 5.18). As seen in the profiles, the plaster ends right at the wall of
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Structure 5C-01-sub 4 and goes all around it, likely canceling the patio behind the building. On
the west profile of Tn3 it abuts directly with the wall, whereas on the east profile it stops
abruptly just outside the doorway where there is no wall. There are some stones that seem to be
intentionally stacked to simulate the presence of a wall, followed by a very compact fill that
slopes into the interior of the superstructure. This fill likely served to bind and hold the floor in
place where there was no wall. Although 5C-01-sub 3 and floor Beleb clearly covered the
original and main access to Structure 5C-01-sub 4, the inner chamber of the temple remained
accessible. The destruction of the temple walls must have occurred after the construction of
floor Beleb as they were cut following, for the most part, the level of that floor.
Subsequently, above floor Beleb and Structure 5C-01-sub 4 another massive layer of fill
was placed, which until further evidence is uncovered I identify as being part of Structures 5C01-sub 2 and –sub 1. Contrary to earlier fill layers and particularly those corresponding to
platform 5C-01-sub 3, the fill above floor Beleb is not as compact. Instead, it is primarily
composed of medium to large rocks and mixed areas of loose rubble. The enlarged dome-shaped
space at the southern end of Tn3 is likely the result of some collapse of the tunnel ceiling during
or after the looters’ excavation. The fill layer also represents a very large construction effort of
unknown dimensions, as no distinct architectural features are visible in the profiles. Towards the
southern end of Tn3, close to the entrance and almost right above where floor Beleb ends is a
large limestone block that appears to have been plastered and may represent an architectural
feature. Because it is an isolated feature, I am unable to attribute it’s own phase in the sequence
and would argue it is merely an architectural stone that was removed from its original location
and incorporated into construction fill. The next securely identified phase is the staircase of
Structure 5C-01-sub 2, also described in the section on LT2 above.
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5.3.6. Looters’ Trench 1 (ACH-1C-LT1)
Located on the northwest side of the front of Structure 5C-01 (see Fig. 5.4), preliminary
inspection of the trench in 2009 and 2010 suggested it was not too deep and had not caused
significant architectural damage. In 2010, during a cursory inspection of the trench I spotted a
jar neck sticking out of the east profile, just where floor Oxlaju ends. I removed the vessel
fragment and identified it as a Terminal Preclassic ceramic ware. Cleaning LT1 began in 2011
with simply clearing the trench of all vegetation, dry leaves and removing all the loose rocks.
Once the trench was cleaned and the profile had been scraped, only one architectural feature
became visible in the upper and southern section of the east profile, and this was floor Oxlaju,
partially discussed in the section on LT2.
The floor is comprised of a very thick and leveled layer of plaster (Fig. 5.20). About 1.30
m of it is exposed in the profile, but it clearly continues south into the mound. The northern end
of the floor ends abruptly and does not connect with any other features, such as a staircase. In
fact, the rest of the trench profile that slopes down to the plaza does not expose any recognizable
architecture. It simply looks like rubble and collapse. Removal of the loose backdirt began at
the highest and southern end of the trench. It became apparent after the first 0.50 m that it was
going to be deeper than expected and the excavation was switched to a formal unit (ACH-1C-6),
which will be discussed later.
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Figure 5.20. West profile of ACH-1B-LT1 and unit ACH-1C-6, showing Mask 2 in profile (drawing by author, courtesy of
PRALC. Ministerio de Cultura y Deportes de Guatemala).
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5.3.7. Looters’ Trench 3 (ACH-1C-LT3)
Scientific documentation of LT3 is incomplete. In 2010 I performed a detailed inspection
of the trench and tunnel, and cleaned out all the organic debris. Looters excavated an enormous
trench from the base of the mound almost reaching the edge of the terrace and then proceeded
with a tunnel deeper into the mound (see Fig. 5.4). They began the tunnel just below a masonry
wall in talud that had evidence of modeled stucco (Fig. 5.21). On the east profile of the trench,
the wall appeared to fold south, suggesting it was a corner. After the discovery of Mask 2 I
returned to LT3 for closer inspection and it turned out that the looters actually tore through the
lower half of a mask (#3), through the nose and mouth (Fig. 5.22).

Figure 5.21. Photographs of looter’s trench ACH-1C-LT3. Close-up (right) shows destruction
of Mask 3 and part of Structure 5C-01-sub 2 (photos by author, courtesy of PRALC. Ministerio
de Cultura y Deportes de Guatemala).
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Unlike LT1, in LT3 it is possible to see the floors associated with the front of Structure
5C-01-sub 2 but these also end with no architectural context. Floor Hoblaju, which begins just
below the nose of the mask extends northward ~3 m before it ends abruptly. Beneath floor
Hoblaju, 0.80 m down, is another floor, which is actually associated with the talud that extends
below the mask (Fig. 5.23). From this evidence, I surmise that Structure 5C-01-sub 2 underwent
a renovation that included the construction of the masks and raising the floor level in front of
them. I identify the original and lower floor as Kablaju, which I described in LT2 as the floor at
the base of the staircase.

Figure 5.22. Close-up photographs of Mask 3, western façade of Structure 5C-01-sub 2 (photos
by author, courtesy of PRALC. Ministerio de Cultura y Deportes de Guatemala).
Just above the end of floor Kablaju on the western profile of LT3 there is a series of
limestone rectangular stones that resemble a staircase. Unlike the earlier staircases discovered in
earlier construction phases, these steps are not evenly sized and the risers are quite short. It is
very possible that these stones belong to the construction staircase that ascended Structure 5C175

01. They are not visible along the entire profile, making it difficult to ascertain their function
and architectural context, similar to evidence in LT2 discussed above.
Inside the tunnel that penetrates into the mound from LT3 the fill layers resemble more
closely the early constructions identified in Tn1 and Tn2, consisting mostly of dark brown soil
mixed with lots of small and medium sized rocks. Sections contain exclusively pockets of rocks,
which so far only appear in the earlier construction phases and have also been identified in
Preclassic contexts at other sites, such as El Palmar (Doyle 2012).

Figure 5.23. East profile of ACH-1C-LT3 with tunnel section below Mask 3 (based on field
drawing by J. Elliott, 2010; courtesy of PRALC. Ministerio de Cultura y Deportes de
Guatemala).
The earliest floor-like surface is located 2 m below floor Kablaju and it consists of
compacted lime similar to surfaces Chic and Uo, discussed in the section on Tn1, overlaying a
brown fill with small and medium sized rocks. Eighty centimeters above it and 0.90 m below
floor Kablaju is another plaster floor, Waxaqlaju, which is not very well preserved and appears
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quite uneven. Just 0.20 m above it is floor Belelaju, a very compact, smooth plaster floor that
extends deep into the mound beyond the limits of the tunnel in LT3. This floor also continues
north into the heap of looters backdirt that has not been excavated (Fig. 5.23).

5.4. Scientific Excavations in and around Structure 5C-01
Following the full documentation of several of the looters’ excavations in 2009, I devised
a plan to continue exploring the complex architectural sequence and history of Structure 5C-01.
The most immediate objective was to better define Structure 5C-01-sub 4, as it promised to be
decorated with more murals and could therefore provide further information about its function
and significance within the political and ideological landscape at El Achiotal. As I will discuss
in Chapter 6, Mural 1 indicated this building would provide necessary data for understanding the
adoption of divine kingship at the site. Using the known architectural features exposed in the
looters’ trenches as a guide, the first scientifically designed and documented excavations began
at El Achiotal in 2010 and continued in 2011. Following the order of sub-operations, I will
begin with the excavation of tunnels and then proceed to the research on the exterior of the
mound.

5.4.1. Sub-Operation B: Tunnel Excavations in Structure 5C-01
Over two seasons of excavations my team and I excavated a total of 11 tunnels (Figs.
A.5.8 and 4.3). Below is a description of each tunnel, including the architectural features
identified in each one and how they relate to one another in terms of the stratigraphic and
construction sequence.
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5.4.1.1. Tunnel 4 (ACH-1B-Tn4)
I began archaeologically documented tunnel excavations at El Achiotal with Tunnel 4
(Tn4). Using the east wall of Structure 5C-01-sub 4 exposed in Tn1 as a guide, the excavation of
Tn4 initiated just to the north of Mural 1 and continued in that direction (Fig. A.5.7 and A.5.8).
In addition to the east wall of Structure 5C-01-sub 4, the surface of Structure 5C-01-sub 8b
served as a floor guide, given that the base of the later building rests on top of it. The tunnel
excavation cut through two distinct fill levels, separated by floor Beleb. Overall, I excavated
three lots in Tn4. The first one (ACH-1B-Tn4-1) corresponded to the fill above floor Beleb,
while Lot 2 (ACH-1B-Tn4-2) included the fill beneath the floor. The section on the tunnel on
the north side of the building comprised Lot 3 (ACH-1B-Tn4-3).
Tunnel 4 followed the wall for a total of 2.20 m until I reached the northeast corner of
Structure 5C-01-sub 4 and the exposure of Mural 2. Then, I changed the orientation of the
tunnel west to follow the front and north wall of the building, excavating another 1.60 m until
reaching the edge of the east doorjamb and the exposure of Mural 3 (see Fig. A.5.7). The
architectural features exposed in Tn4 include the northern half of the east wall, the eastern half of
the north wall and a section of the front (north) staircase of Structure 5C-01-sub 4 (Fig. 5.24).
Lot 1 consisted in a portion of the fill layer that finally cancelled Structure 5C-01-sub 4,
above floor Beleb. I only excavated a small section of this fill, as it was in the uppermost section
of the tunnel. Nonetheless, it was possible to distinguish certain features about the fill, such as
the presence of two retaining walls measuring 0.50 – 0.70 m in thickness that were likely part of
construction pens. These walls were placed perpendicularly to the east wall of the structure and
were built with medium-sized rocks. The retaining walls are only found in the north-south
section of Tn4 and were built only with rocks; that is, they do not contain any soil. Fortunately,
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Figure 5.24. West (a) and South (b) profiles of ACH-1B-Tn4 showing architectural features
pertaining to the east and northeast sides of Str. 5C-01-sub 4 (drawings by author, courtesy of
PRALC. Ministerio de Cultura y Deportes de Guatemala).
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the segments were narrow enough to prevent any major collapse during excavation (Fig. A.5.9).
Despite the presence of the retaining walls, it was clear, based on the fill, that the entire length of
the tunnel comprised a single event and given that the only artifacts found in Lot 1 were painted
stucco fragments, it was assigned a single lot. The stucco fragments dispersed throughout the fill
were few and evidently were part of the east wall of the temple that was destroyed in antiquity.
This provides a no-earlier-than date in the sequence for the destruction of the superstructure
walls, as these fragments only appear above floor Beleb. Because the stucco fragments are not
lying directly on the floor, I suggest that the destruction occurred during, or shortly before, the
fill was laid and which was after the burning events identified in Tn5 (radiocarbon dates in Table
7.3).
Lot 2 was very different and did not contain retaining walls. It was mostly a
homogeneous fill, yellowish white in color and with rocks of various sizes. This fill was put in
for the construction of floor Beleb, which evidently circulates the entire building and extends
quite a way north of it, as discussed in the section on Tn3. Only a single sherd came out of this
entire lot and is too fragmentary to provide any typological clues.
After turning west and excavating the portion on the north side of Structure 5C-01-sub 4,
the fill changed (Fig. A.5.9). Instead of a homogeneous soil, Lot 3 included various soils
ranging from very dark brown to yellowish white. All soils contained small to medium sizedrocks and only a few larger ones. A total of four potsherds were recovered from Lot 3. It was
only after the excavation of Lot 3 was near completion when it became clear why the fill was so
distinct, compared to that excavated from the east side of the building. Other excavations also
helped confirm what appeared in Lot 3, which was basically a large platform identified as
Structure 5C-01-sub 4 which covered the entire staircase of Structure 5C-01-sub 4, discussed
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above in the context of Tn3. Because this was the first archaeological excavation inside
Structure 5C-01, it had not become evident how complex the stratigraphy would be and this is
somewhat of an unusual platform. Unfortunately, it was not until we completed the excavation
of Tn4 and were able to compare the evidence with the stratigraphy in Tn3 that this platform
feature in Lot 3 became clear.
Of the architectural features revealed in Tn4, of greatest importance is the exposure of
most of the northeast quarter of Structure 5C-01-sub 4’s superstructure (Fig. 5.24). The walls
exposed measure an average of 0.80 m in height, as the upper part of them was destroyed in
antiquity. While the stucco plaster is preserved on the wall surface, it contains many cracks and
a few air pockets. As mentioned previously, the northern half of the eastern wall of Structure
5C-01-sub 4 was constructed on top of the western edge of Structure 5C-01-sub 8b.

Figure 5.25. Photographs of Structure 5C-01-sub 4’s east wall and step in Tn4 (left) and west
wall and talud in Tn5 (right) (photos by author, courtesy of PRALC. Ministerio de Cultura y
Deportes de Guatemala).
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At the base of the wall is a small red painted step that circulates the entire northern half of
Structure 5C-01-sub 4. The southern portion of the superstructure in 5C-01-sub 4 has a talud
instead of a step, as it descends all the way down to floor Wuqub (Fig. 5.25). In Tn4, the small
step circulating the base of the wall is fairly well preserved along the east wall, but on the north
side the stucco was very fragmentary and loose. On the north side, beneath 5C-01-sub 3,
excavation of Tn4 exposed a very well preserved portion of the staircase that provided access to
the superstructure. In addition to the small step that circulates the building at the base of the

Figure 5.26. Drawing of north-south cross-section of ACH-1B-Tn4 (top); photograph of
Structure 5C-01-sub 4’s north staircase upon discovery (left), and graffiti detail on step (right)
(drawing and photos by author, courtesy of PRALC. Ministerio de Cultura y Deportes de
Guatemala).
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wall, which essentially is the last step into the interior of the building at the door, two more steps
were exposed in full and parts of a third (Fig. 5.26). An unusual motif was painted on the
surface of the second step down, in front of Mural 3. It represents an oval shape with one
diagonal line in one direction and three others going across it. Large boulders had been placed
over the staircase, particularly on the eastern end, which destroyed any evidence of where the
staircase ended. It was impossible to understand how the upper staircase was constructed in
relation to Structure 5C-01-sub 8b, as the place where they abut is not preserved.
In addition to the standing architecture exposed in Tn4, two more murals were also
discovered. Mural 2 was painted on the northeast corner in the same style as Mural 1 (Fig. 5.27).
A description of the mural will be presented in section 6.4.2 of this dissertation. Suffice it to say
here, however, that Mural 2 is quite well preserved, with the exception of hardened limestone fill
that stuck to sections of the wall and mural. As is the case with all the murals, only the lower
portion (perhaps a third) of the mural is preserved. Almost nothing is known of Mural 3 and its
preservation was the reason why I stopped excavating Tn4. Mural 3 comprises the decoration of
the east doorjamb of Structure 5C-01-sub 4 (Fig. 5.27). Like the corner murals, a section of it is
painted on the north wall surface, with the other half on the actual doorjamb. Only a small
portion of the north wall painting was discovered but could not be exposed without the presence
of a conservation specialist that could stabilize the stucco and the paint upon the removal of the
fill. Unlike Murals 1 and 2, the stucco on which Mural 3 is painted is very fragile and could
easily crumble if not consolidated during the excavation of the fill that is currently holding it in
place. What is visible of Mural 3, however, indicates it was also painted in the same bold red
style of the other two murals.
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Figure 5.27. Photographs of Mural 2 (left) and Mural 3 (right), painted on the NE corner and
NE doorjamb of Structure 5C-01-sub 4, respectively. Only half of Mural 2 is shown here. For
full view of Mural 2, see Figs. 6.16 and A.6.5 (photos by author, courtesy of PRALC. Ministerio
de Cultura y Deportes de Guatemala).
5.4.1.2. Tunnel 5 (ACH-1B-Tn5)
During the excavation of Tn4, the intention was to continue along the north wall of
Structure 5C-01-sub 4 until finding the northwest corner. As described above, there were two
main reasons why this could not be done. First, the realization that the excavation was cutting
through Structure 5C-01-sub 3; and second, the need to leave in place the fill covering and
holding up the west doorjamb of Structure 5C-01-sub 4 and Mural 3. As a result of this, I
decided to begin a new tunnel parting from the west profile of Tn3 towards the northwest corner
of Structure 5C-01-sub 4 and from there follow the west wall of the building (Fig. A.5.7).
For similar reasons as discussed in Tn4, it was impossible to excavate the fill directly in
front of the north wall of Structure 5C-01-sub 4 by the west doorjamb. The visible stucco
appeared to be quite fragile and would require special conservation during excavation. From the
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architecture exposed in Tn4 it was possible to know the expected width of the north wall from
doorjamb to corner (1.55-1.60 m), which meant I could excavate Tn5 parallel to the wall rather
than up against it. Excavation away from the wall also prevented the destruction of the talud of
Structure 5C-01-sub 3, as it happened in Tn4.
Excavation of Tn5 began 0.90 m north of the west doorjamb of Structure 5C-01-sub 4
(Figs. 5.19 and A.5.7), on the west profile of Tn3. Excavation proceeded west 1.75 m, which
was slightly farther than the expected location of the northwest corner of Structure 5C-01-sub 4
but with the intention of having some wiggle room. Here, we turned southward and as expected,
came upon the northwest corner of Structure 5C-01-sub 4, which was decorated with Mural 4
(Figs. 6.18 and A.6.5). Once the corner was well defined, excavation continued south along the
west wall of the building another 5 m until exposing the southwest corner of the temple (Fig.
5.28).
Tunnel 5 was divided into five lots.21 Lot 4 corresponded to the initial excavation of Tn5
and comprised the fill of Structure 5C-01-sub 3. Eighteen sherds were recovered from this lot
that date to the Late Preclassic Period. When the tunnel changed direction, there was also a
change in stratigraphy. In front of the corner of the building and at the base of the wall was floor
Lajeb, which functioned as the counterpart of the surface of Structure 5C-01-sub 8b on the east
side (Figs. 5.28 and A.5.10). Similarly to the east side of the building, the wall and the floor
were separated by a small step painted red. In Tn5 and along the north side of the building, floor
Lajeb was not well preserved and only a small portion remained close to the step and wall.
Farther west from the wall and corner it became very distinct in the profile, enabling the
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Figure 5.28. ACH-1B-Tn5, east profile of tunnel depicting west wall of Structure 5C-01-sub 4 and showing the location of murals 4,
5, and 7 (drawing by author, courtesy of PRALC. Ministerio de Cultura y Deportes de Guatemala).
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Figure. 5.29. Photograph of a section of Ash Lens #1 and large Sierra Red plate fragment
buried underneath (photo by author, courtesy of PRALC. Ministerio de Cultura y Deportes de
Guatemala).
excavation to continue separated into two lots that corresponded to the fill above and below the
floor. Floor Lajeb was destroyed with the construction of Structure 5C-01-sub 3.
Lot 5 was the fill beneath floor Lajeb and from which I collected three sherds, including a
large fragment of a Sierra Red bowl, dated to the Late Preclassic Period. As it turned out, this
large vessel fragment was located right underneath an ash lens (Ash Lens 1) on the floor (Fig.
5.29). The fill making up Lot 5 was mostly yellowish pale brown, mixed with clusters of small
rocks. The fill above floor Lajeb comprised Lot 6, from which we only collected one small and
eroded sherd. Unlike Lot 5, there were hardly any stones whatsoever in Lot 6. Instead, fill was a
compact brown soil with a few dispersed small to very small stones. Lot 7 was a small probe
into a section of the west wall of Tn5 opposite the corner and Mural 4 (see Fig. A.5.10). It was
assigned a separate lot number for control purposes, but essentially it was within the same fill
layer as Lot 5. Lots 5 and 6 continued south from the corner of the building 1.60 m, where the
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excavation encountered a wall of stones (Fig. 5.30). This was likely a retaining wall and part of
a construction pen, but it corresponded directly with the south wall of what might have been a
low platform (see Fig. 5.28), like Structure 5C-01-sub 8b on the east side. In Lot 6, above the
floor, rocks were placed as a continuation of the wall but did not form part of any formal
architecture. Once the wall was removed, the fill in the remainder of the tunnel was distinct and
comprised Lot 8. Floor Lajeb ended at the wall and the exterior surface of Structure 5C-01-sub 4
became lower. Lot 8 corresponded to the fill between floors Wuqub and Beleb. The latter
defined the ceiling of Tn5 and provided stability to the tunnel. From the wall that separated lots
5 and 6 from 8, excavation continued 3.10 m south, until I encountered the southwest corner of
Structure 5C-01-sub 4 (see Fig. 5.28). I collected four sherds from Lot 8 and the fill
incorporated different colored soils mixed with small to medium-sized rocks (Fig. A.5.10). At
the end of the tunnel, when we encountered the southwest corner, the fill directly on top of floor
Wuqub began to change to a humid, pasty, and somewhat slimy greenish black mud.

Figure 5.30. Photograph of retaining wall in ACH-1B-Tn5 (photo by author, courtesy of PRACL.
Ministerio de Cultura y Deportes de Guatemala).
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Similar to the evidence in Tn4, the architecture exposed in Tn5 was partially preserved
(Fig. 5.28). Although the excavation remained below floor Beleb, as it did in Tn4, there are
indications that the walls of Structure 5C-01-sub 4 were not preserved higher above that floor.
We found the remains of three murals in Tn5. Mural 4 is located on the northwest corner of the
building and was the best preserved of the three found in Tn5 (see Fig. 6.18). Only 0.80–1 m of
mural surface is preserved, corresponding to the base of what was a much larger painted surface.
Mural 5 was discovered in the middle of the west wall, opposite Mural 1 on the east side.
Contrary to Mural 1, Mural 5 is very poorly preserved and only 0.20 m of vertical surface
survived. Despite its poor preservation, it is still possible to recognize that it was painted in the
same style. Mural 7 is painted on the southwest corner of the building, also poorly preserved
with only the bottom 0.30 m remaining and although in the same style, the central iconographic
program cannot be discerned. Although it is quite unfortunate that the murals are so damaged,
they provide valuable data nonetheless that I discuss in Chapter 6.
Contrary to the fair preservation of the east wall stucco, the west wall plaster shows a
coarse surface. Although the surface was not that well conserved, the wall did not have as many
cracks and air pockets as the east wall. Another marked difference between the east and west
walls is that there was no evidence for graffiti on the latter. The west side did provide a better
understanding of the architecture on the southern end of the west wall, which was not possible to
expose on the east side due to poor stability reasons and destruction by looters.
Continuing from Tn4, the north wall and the northern half of the west wall of Structure
5C-01-sub 4 have the small step at the junction of the wall and floor mentioned above. It is less
preserved in Tn5 but some paint still remains. The step ends where Structure 5C-01-sub 4
widens at the architectural junction resulting from the remodeling event, 2.30 m south of the
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corner. The exterior floor of the building, floor Lajeb ends 1.60 m south from the corner, where
it drops 0.38 m to meet floor Wuqub. From this point south, instead of the 0.20 m high step at
the base of the wall there is a 0.58 m high talud that changes to 0.78 m the last 2.20 m, which
correspond to the addition that transformed Structure 5C-01-sub 5 into –sub 4 (Fig. 5.25). The
rim of the talud was painted with a red band 0.20 m thick (see Fig. 5.28), something not visible
very clearly on the east side, probably because the paint faded as a result to being exposed to
light and air after the looters left the tunnel open.
After reviewing the evidence from Tn5, it becomes clear that floor Lajeb corresponds to a
feature similar to Structure 5C-01-sub 8b on the east side; low platforms that once were facing
each other (prior to the construction of the threshold structure), providing symmetry to the
elevated patio. The space in between them was occupied by threshold buildings 5C-01-sub 6a, sub 5, and –sub 4. The wall where floor Lajeb ends provides evidence that supports the
identification of the floor as the surface of a platform, as the foundation stones continue west into
the tunnel profile, and east under the building, the same as the wall of Structure 5C-01-sub 8b
does on the east side of the temple (Tn1).
On floor Lajeb and on the west side of Mural 4 we discovered Ash Lens 1 (Fig. 5.29).
The ash extended 1.40 m from north to south and at least 1 m east to west, but the full extent of
the feature was impossible to ascertain given the constraints of the tunnel. The main
concentration of ash and carbon was approximately 0.02 m thick and was limited to a space of
about 0.50 to 0.60 m in diameter. It was a fortunate discovery and provided numerous carbon
samples, several of which were submitted for AMS (Accelerated Mass Spectrometry) dating.
The results are provided in Table 5.2 below.
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An interesting and poorly understood feature was found beneath floor Lajeb. Protruding
0.35 m out of the west profile and measuring 1.80 m in length (N-S) is what looks like a bench in
the tunnel; however, it is most likely that it corresponds to another kind of architectural feature,
perhaps a small, earlier platform. Its surface still has some evidence of plaster, although it is no
longer smooth. Floor Lajeb was laid 0.10 m above it.

Figure 5.31. Photograph of Ash Lens 2 in ACH-1B-Tn5, located on floor Wuqub at the base of
the wall in front of Mural 5. This photo shows the diameter of the burned area (photo by author,
courtesy of PRALC. Ministerio de Cultura y Deportes de Guatemala).
We discovered a second ash lens (Ash Lens 2) on floor Wuqub and very close to Mural 5
(Figs. 5.28 and 5.31). Smaller than the first one, Ash Lens 2 covered about 0.50 m in diameter
of space at the base of the talud. I collected several carbon samples for dating, the results of
which are outlined in Table 5.2. Floor Lajeb, where Ash Lens 1 was discovered, showed
evidence of extensive burning over time, as the floor plaster was pink, the ash layer was thicker
and the area of burning was more extensive. Ash Lens 2, on the contrary, was quite smaller and
upon scraping it to recover samples, it became evident that it was not a thick layer of ash and
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likely corresponded to a single, or perhaps only a few burning episodes. Results from both ash
lenses place the burning events in the Late to Terminal Preclassic Period. The date range for
each sample is not sufficiently fine-grained to narrow the event to a more precise moment in
time; however, the results do correlate well with the dates proposed based on pottery and
iconographic style within a period.
Provenience

Sample #

Date

ACH-1B-Tn5-L8 (AL#2 Fl. Wuqub)

ACH-2 /
BETA 289420
ACH-3 /
AA92829
ACH-5 /
AA92830
ACH-7 /
AA92831
ACH-8 /
AA92832
ACH-9 /
BETA 289420

Cal AD 50 to 230
(Cal BP 1900 to 1720)
Cal BC 52 to AD 131
(Conv. Age 1,961 BP +/- 44)
Cal BC 89 BC to AD 127
(Conv. Age 1,976 BP +/- 44)
Cal BC 21 to AD 217
(Conv. Age 1,919 BP +/- 43)
Cal AD 2 to 224
(Conv. Age 1,911 BP +/- 44)
Cal BC 10 to Cal AD 140
(Cal BP 1960 to 1810)

ACH-1B-Tn5-L8 (AL#2 Fl. Wuqub)
ACH-1B-Tn5-L8 (AL#2 Fl. Wuqub)
ACH-1B-Tn5-L6 (AL#1 Fl. Lajeb)
ACH-1B-Tn5-L6 (AL#1 Fl. Lajeb)
ACH-1B-Tn5-L6 (AL#1 Fl. Lajeb)

Table 5.2. Radiocarbon dates sampled from Ash Lenses 2 and 1, respectively, providing a range
of dates for a moment in the occupation of Structure 5C-01-sub 4. Samples from the same
contexts were sent to BETA Analytic and Arizona AMS Lab for comparative reasons. I used
OxCal to calibrate dates from Arizona. See Table 7.3 for details.
5.4.1.3. Tunnel 6 (ACH-1B-Tn6)
Excavation of Tn6 began in 2010 and was completed in 2011. During the excavation of
tunnels 4 and 5, the dirt was screened inside Tn1 and together with the rocks being extracted
from the excavations we used it to backfill Tn1a up to the level of floor Hob. No further
exploration was anticipated in Tn1a and in order to explore the back or south side of Structure
5C-01-sub 4, it was necessary to raise the level in Tn1a in order to begin excavation over floor
Wuqub westward to encounter the southeast corner of the building (Fig. A.5.7). The objective in
finding the southeast wall of Structure 5C-01-sub 4 was to completely define this superstructure,
excavate along the back wall to verify if it had a second doorway like the earlier phase, Structure
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5C-01-sub 5, and if there were additional murals. Instability of the fill and the large void of Tn1
required a similar strategy used in Tn 5, instead of following the east wall (Fig. A.5.7 and A.5.8).
The location of the southeast corner was known, as the southwest corner had been found
in Tn5 and the dimensions of the building could then be ascertained by projection. Following
the surface of floor Wuqub and keeping floor Beleb as the ceiling of the tunnel for security
reasons, we excavated 1.50 m west to find the southeast corner of Structure 5C-01-sub 4 (Figs.
A.5.7 and 5.32). I found the corner in good state of preservation with the entire talud present,
0.68 m tall and with the red band painted along the upper rim and corner, and 0.33 m of vertical
wall above painted with the remains of Mural 6 (Fig. 5.32) in the same style as all the other
murals. Like the rest of the walls, this section had also been cut evenly just above floor Beleb.

Figure 5.32. Photographs of ACH-1B-Tn6, exposure of SW corner of Structure 5C-01-sub 4
(left) and its corresponding mural section (right) (photos by author, courtesy of PRALC.
Ministerio de Cultura y Deportes de Guatemala).
In 2010, I stopped excavation of Tn6 upon the discovery of Structure 5C-01-sub 4’s
southeast corner. I designated the fill excavated to that point as Lot 9, from where I collected 13
sherds. The fill included mostly a very compact brown fill beneath a layer of yellow compact
fill, both containing small to very small-sized stones. On the north profile of Tn6 a portion of a
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very loose fill made up of layers of white soil, stones and black soil mixed with small and
medium rocks.

Figura 5.33. North profile of ACH-1B-Tn6, showing southern wall of Structure 5C-01-sub 4 and
the location of murals 6 and 8 (top). Mural 8 rendering and photograph (below) (photos and
drawing by author, courtesy of PRALC. Ministerio de Cultura y Deportes de Guatemala).
In 2011, I continued excavating Tn6 with the objective of continuing west along the
posterior wall of Structure 5C-01-sub 4 and verify the presence or absence of a back doorway,
and/or of additional murals. From where Tn6 ended in 2010, excavation continued 3.6 m west
and measured an average of 0.60 m wide by 0.86–1 m high. As suspected, we found no
doorway. Instead, we encountered Mural 8 painted on the middle of the back wall (Figs. 5.33
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and A.5.7). The 2011 portion of the excavation comprised Lot 11. The fill was very dense and
compact, mostly brown soil with elongated pockets of yellow or black soil. Given the absence of
any other floor between Wuqub and Beleb, the tunnel was not subdivided into more than one lot.
Floor Beleb was cut through along the very top and center of the tunnel to make more room, but
the fill above it consisted mostly of medium to large-sized rocks and very little soil. No artifacts
were found and therefore I did not assign it a formal Lot number. I collected 34 sherds from Lot
11, a large fragment of faunal bone, and a shell fragment.

Figure 5.34. Photographs of a hole in floor Wuqub (ACH-1B-Tn6), located at the base of the
southern wall of Structure 5C-01-sub 4, below Mural 8 (photos by author, courtesy of PRALC.
Ministerio de Cultura y Deportes de Guatemala).
Floor Wuqub was found in excellent state of preservation, with a smooth, compact
surface and measuring about 0.06 to 0.08 m thick. We found a circular cut in the floor 2.80 m
west from the base of the southeast corner of Structure 5C-01-sub 4, (Figs. A.5.11 and 5.34).
The cut measured 0.52 m in diameter and it was 0.04 m south of the base of the talud and in
front of Mural 8, not along the central axis but slightly to the west. Its discovery suggested the
possibility of a cache, so in anticipation of any discoveries I assigned Lot 12 to the fill excavated
from the hole. I found the earlier floor Waquib 0.20 m below, but no significant artifacts and
there was certainly no cache. Instead, the fill was quite loose and was primarily a grayish brown

195

soil for the top 0.10 m and below that it was mostly small rocks, like those seen between the
floors in the profiles of Tn1. The only artifacts collected from inside the hole were two sherds
and a few small curiously shaped stones. Given the different color of the soil compared to the
fill in Lot 11, it is possible that there was something inside that was removed or the hole was
carved for placing something, but for unknown reasons was immediately sealed. If the hole ever
contained anything and it was removed, it must have been emptied shortly before abandonment
of the building, otherwise the hole would have surely been re-plastered to level the floor for
continued use.
Along the north profile of the tunnel, I exposed the posterior wall of Structure 5C-01-sub
4, mostly represented by the talud and only about 0.25 to 0.30 m of vertical wall (Fig. 5.33). The
standing architecture was well preserved, perhaps the result of the kind of fill that was placed
against it when covered. Continuing the style previously identified, the talud had been painted
with a red band along the upper rim, but had mostly faded and was primarily visible at the
corner, where it measured 0.10 to 0.15 m thick. The back wall was ruptured by looters’ with a
hole dug as a probe from Tn1 (mentioned above) 1.37 m west from the corner, it measured 0.50
m wide by 0.30 high (see Fig. 5.33). The excavation of Tn6 nearly completed full exposure of
the perimeter of Structure 5C-01-sub 4. I discontinued excavation of Tn6 as it was unnecessary
to connect with Tn5 in order to acquire the full measurements of the building and the corner
could be projected from walls already exposed.

5.4.1.4. Tunnel 7 (ACH-1B-Tn7)
After knowing the architectural composition of Structure 5C-01-sub 4’s temple, it
became necessary to define the basal platform that supported the superstructure and the staircase
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that gave access to it. Moreover, how and where this structure connected with the plaza below
was a main question that remained unanswered at this point. Because it was impossible to
remove the fill directly in front of the doorway, as explained in the section on Tn4 (5.4.1.1), a
similar approach as that applied to Tn5 was used for beginning T7 (Fig. A.5.7 and A.5.8). The
objective was to excavate down to the staircase identified in Tn4 and then follow it to its base,
preferably along the central axis in case a cache would be buried under the floor. To do this
without removing the fill that was preserving Mural 3 and the east doorjamb, I began excavation
1 m north of the step that ascends into the interior of the temple chamber. Inside Tn3, I laid out a
unit on the surface of the tunnel, 1.40 m long (N-S) by 0.60 m wide, the width of Tn3 in that
section. The plan was to excavate down to the staircase then tunnel east to the central axis, from
where a new tunnel would be excavated down the steps to the base.
After 0.60 m of excavation down, instead of the staircase, we found modeled stucco
painted red in the east profile of the excavation, which corresponded to the earflare of a mask
that was subsequently uncovered (Fig. 6.20). Once this feature was discovered, the excavation
proceeded to expand the area in front of it and revealed that Mask 1 was constructed directly on
top and along the central axis of the staircase that provided access to Structure 5C-01-sub 4’s
temple. This new discovery changed the objective of Tn7 to prioritize the exposure of Mask 1. It
was necessary to expand the excavation slightly southward to provide sufficient space in front of
the mask to move around it. The fill covering the mask and staircase corresponded to a single
fill episode that was not homogeneous. As it turned out, the mask was directly in front of the
doorway into the temple, and its nose was directly centerline (Fig. 5.37). Along the centerline
there was a line of stones separating the fill on the west side from that on the east. The fill on the
west side contained large rocks and was not quite as compact, while the fill on the east side was
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mostly composed of different colored layers of soil mixed with smaller stones. This became
much more evident later with the excavation of Tn8. Tunnel 7 comprised Lot 10 from where I
collected nine sherds and a small fragment of carbon we found in the fill over the staircase just
below the mask on the east side.
Upon completion of Tn7, the space measured 2.20 m along the east-west axis, 1.20 m
wide by 2 m high. In addition to nearly full exposure of the mask, we uncovered sections of the
staircase on both sides of the mask. Tunnel 7 also connected with Tn4 through a small opening
in the southeast corner of the former, which provided a better perspective of the mask, staircase,
and superstructure context (Fig. 5.35).
Contrary to the large majority of Late Preclassic masks from the Maya Lowlands (Brown
and Garber 2005; Estrada-Belli 2006; Freidel 2005; Hansen 1992), Mask 1 at El Achiotal is
significantly small. It only measures 1.50 m wide, from the edges of the earflares, by
approximately 0.70 m high (see Fig. 6.20). It was impossible to expose the upper surface of the
mask, as the stucco was not stable enough and the fill had solidified over it. Removing the fill
without proper conservation treatment of the stucco would likely damage and partially destroy
the mask. The preservation of the mask was not good. It was found buried under a thick and
heavy layer of fill, partly composed of very large rocks, which created pressure over time. The
placement of the rocks was done somewhat carefully as the mask did not show signs of having
been damaged from being hit by boulders thrown in subsequent construction activity. While the
surface was quite clean and apparently in good condition, a close inspection revealed the
pressure from the fill created cracks in the stucco and had chipped some sections off. A full
description of the iconography of the mask will follow in Chapter 6.
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Figure 5.35. Partial isometric of Structure 5C-01-sub 4, based on exposed architecture in the
tunnels (drawing by author, courtesy of PRALC. Ministerio de Cultura y Deportes de
Guatemala).
5.4.1.5. Tunnel 8 (ACH-1B-Tn8)
I initiated excavation of Tn8 directly north of Mask 1 in Tn7, on the staircase of Structure
5C-01-sub 4 (Fig. A.5.8). From the north profile of Tn7, Tn8 continued down the staircase to its
base and several meters further along the terrace. The total length of the tunnel was 5.70 m
(Figs. 5.36 and 5.37). Even though the fill soil contained a variety of colors and consistencies,
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the entire length of the tunnel comprised a single fill episode and was thus denominated Lot 13.
From the area above the staircase, we collected 11 sherds that were very small and fragmentary.
In addition to pottery, we found a few small fragments of carbon dispersed throughout the fill,
but unfortunately they did not pertain to any diagnostic feature and were not appropriate for
dating any architecture.
With the excavation of Tn 8 we exposed the centerline of the staircase, from the base of
Mask 1 down to the terrace, uncovering an additional six steps to the four found in Tn4 (Acuña
2011b:67). The staircase leading up to the temple had a total of 10 steps ascending from the
lower tier of Structure 5C-01-sub 8 (still in use) and its corresponding floor Junlaju, up to the
entrance to the temple chamber behind Mask 1. From the base of the staircase, I continued
excavation of Tn8 3.30 m further north on the surface of floor Junlaju, hoping to find the next set
of steps descending to the plaza. Excavation reached a very unstable fill layer that prevented
going any further.
Along the centerline, from the mask’s nose all the way to the end of the tunnel there was
a clear separation in the fill, defined by an alignment of large rocks. This characteristic helped
maintain the course of the centerline down the staircase. On the east side the fill was
characteristically very compact, with layers of different colored soils and containing very few
stones, mostly very small ones. Contrarily, on the west side the fill was less compact, it included
many rocks of various sizes, even very large ones, and the soil was a mixture of white, yellow
and pale brown (see Figs. 5.36, 5.37, and 5.38). This division was maintained throughout the
tunnel, primarily on the staircase and it began to change towards the northern end of the tunnel,
on the terrace.

200

FL. Junlatju

N

Entrance to
Tunnel 9
Staircase to temple

ACH-1B-Tn7

0

Connects
with
Tunnel 4

Mask 1
earflare

1m

Figure 5.36. East profile of ACH-1B-Tn8 and Tn7 (topmost), following the staircase and surface of the lower tier of Str. 5C-01-sub 8
(on floor Junlaju). Tunnel 8 connects with Tn4 at the southern end where Mask 1 is located (drawing by author, courtesy of PRALC.
Ministerio de Cultura y Deportes de Guatemala).
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Figure 5.37. West profile of ACH-1B-Tn8 showing
a very different kind of fill from the east profile (Fig. 5.36).
Drawing includes the west profile of ACH-1B-1 (drawing by
author, courtesy of PRALC. Ministerio de Cultura y Deportes
de Guatemala).
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Figure. 5.38. Photograph of ACH-1B-Tn8, showing the staircase leading up to Mask 1 and the
temple. Illustrates black paint on the risers and damage caused by different fill used on the west
side of the centerline (photo by author, courtesy of PRALC. Ministerio de Cultura y Deportes de
Guatemala).
The most significant discovery in Tn8 was the exposure of the staircase, quite well
preserved with a stucco surface, which was the main access to the temple above from the lower
tier of Structure 5C-01-sub 8. The stone alignment that marked the centerline and divided the fill
into two distinct compositions damaged the surface of the steps, as very large boulders were
placed directly on top. Otherwise, preservation was remarkably good (Fig. 38). The average
depth of the steps was 0.27-0.33 m and 0.33-0.36 m for the risers. The risers were painted or
smudged black along the centerline, covering only the corresponding width of the mask (see
Figs. 5.35, 5.38, and A.5.12). When looking up to the temple from the plaza below, or even
from the bottom of the staircase, the viewer would have seen a black band ascending from the
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base to the mask. The mask was built on top of steps 6-9 (from bottom up) and so the black
paint is only on the risers of steps 1-6. The steps behind the mask that I uncovered in Tn4 did not
show any evidence of black paint.
Floor Junlaju comprises the plastered surface of what evidently was a very large basal
platform, the lower tier of Structure 5C-01-sub 8 that sustained the architectural complex thus far
described. The floor is very well preserved and measured 0.06-0.08 m thick, as observed in unit
ACH-1B-1, excavated at the base of the staircase. Throughout Tn8 and in Tunnels 9 and 10, this
floor maintained the same quality of preservation, with the exception of an area 0.20 m in
diameter at the north end of Tn8 that had been damaged, probably from a large boulder thrown
into the fill.

5.4.1.6. ACH-1B-1
This excavation corresponded to a vertical unit laid out at the base of the staircase
exposed in Tn8 (Fig. 5.37). The objective was to explore if there was a cache deposited along
the centerline in front of the building. The unit measured 1 m by 0.80 m and was laid 0.15 m
north from the riser of the first step of Structure 5C-01-sub 8 and through the surface of floor
Junlaju. Its maximum depth was 1.35 m comprising three levels. The first level (ACH-1B-1-1)
corresponded to the plaster floor and its fill, revealing that the floor was 0.06 m thick and was
very compact, hard and pale yellowish white in color. Just beneath the floor was a thin layer of
rubble. The fill under the floor reached a maximum depth of 0.60 m from the floor surface and it
was composed primarily of brown soil mixed with small stones with only a few medium sized
ones. It was relatively compact and I collected 16 sherds, a lithic and a shell fragment from this
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level. The pottery was very eroded and comprised mostly unslipped wares, but included two
monochrome red wares of a Preclassic unidentified red ceramic group.
Level 2 (ACH-1B-1-2) comprised a fill layer 0.35 m thick of almost exclusively small
and medium-sized stones. No artifacts were collected from this level but I did find a loose
fragment of plaster floor 0.61 m deep from the floor surface. Beneath this level of rocks, Level 3
(ACH-1B-1-3) was primarily a dark brown soil, very compact, mixed with some small and
medium stones. Like Level 2, no artifacts were collected in the final Level 3. Although sterile,
the fill layers I exposed in this excavation were cultural and correspond to the construction of
Structure 5C-01-sub 8’s lower tier.22 The fill visible in this unit resembles closely some of the
deep fill layers visible in the profiles of LT3 and its associated tunnel.

5.4.1.7. Tunnel 9 (ACH-1B-Tn9)
I began Tn9 from the east profile of Tn8 at the base of the staircase, with the objective of
following the basal step towards the east to reach the corner and determine its width (Figs. A.5.8
and A.5.12). Furthermore, with this excavation I also expected to define more architectural
features of the staircase and basal platform sustaining the group of buildings previously
discussed, corresponding to Structure 5C-01-sub 8, and explore the possibility of masks flanking
the staircase, in a similar way to the more traditional Late Preclassic civic-ceremonial buildings
defined at other lowland Maya sites (Brown and Garber 2005; Estrada-Belli 2006; Freidel 2005;
Hansen 1992).
After excavating 1.38 m from the east profile of Tn8 I found the northeast corner of the
staircase (Fig. A.5.12). At the corner of the basal step, we changed the direction of the tunnel
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This platform may correspond to Structure 5C-01-sub 9 in the sequence, but it awaits confirmation through
further excavation.
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towards the south to follow the lateral wall of the staircase and find the platform wall in order to
verify the presence or absence of a mask. The tunnel continued another 1.84 m south to where
we encountered a very crude stone wall, which coincided with the end of the plaster on the
lateral east wall of the staircase (Fig. 5.39). Contrary to other architecture previously described,
the surface of the staircase wall was not as well preserved and had a much older appearance.
The surface was undulating and it had many cracks, some quite large. The plaster was thick and
in areas was coming unstuck from the fill and armature behind it, creating air pockets on the
surface.

Figure 5.39. Photograph of ACH-1B-Tn9 with lateral wall of staircase and a crude-looking
perpendicular platform wall in the back (photo by author, courtesy of PRALC. Ministerio de
Cultura y Deportes de Guatemala).
Tunnel 9 was divided into two lots, L14 and L22. Lot 14 corresponded to the entire fill
layer in the tunnel along the base of the staircase and around the corner to where I encountered
the wall. In this section, I collected 11 sherds and one faunal bone fragment. The fill layer was
very compact and contained mostly small stones (Fig. 5.40). Soils varied, ranging from white
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limestone to very dark, dense and humid mud, the latter of which did not contain any stones.
Floor Junlaju remained well preserved through this entire area.

Figure 5.40. East and west profiles of the N-S segment of ACH-1B-Tn9. The east profile
(above) shows the location of a small probe to verify the wall corresponding with the platform.
The west profile (below) shows the lateral lower wall of the staircase. Both illustrate where the
floor ends in association with the location of the platform wall (drawings by author, courtesy of
PRALC. Ministerio de Cultura y Deportes de Guatemala).
The crude wall appeared more like a retaining wall, similar to those found in Tn4 and
Tn5, and not part of a formal platform. It was built with large limestone conglomerates instead
of formal architectural limestone blocks. Unusual for the Preclassic Period and quite different
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from the nicely plastered walls and staircase thus far exposed, this feature was very perplexing. I
made the decision to document the wall and continue the excavation. From where the plaster on
the lateral wall of the staircase ended, I continued 1.50 m further south, breaking through the
wall. Not surprisingly, floor Junlaju ended very shortly after, evenly in an east-west orientation,
only a few centimeters south of where the wall plaster ended (Figs. 5.40). The fill behind the
wall was distinct from the fill on the north side of Tn9, and became Lot 22. The fill was dark
brown with stones of various sizes, including very large ones that had to stay inside the tunnel to
avoid damaging the staircase by attempting to extract them.
Once we completed the excavation of Tn9, the north-south branch measured 3.70 m long.
The average width was 0.90 m and maximum height was 1 m. All the evidence indicated that
the wall did in fact correspond to the basal platform, Structure 5C-01-sub 8. The poor
preservation of the surface and the fact that the architecture was composed of limestone
conglomerate, rather than nicely cut blocks, made it unclear at the beginning. The fill behind the
wall was similar to the one visible behind the plaster on the staircase wall, confirming its
chronological placement contemporaneous with platform Structure 5C-01-sub 8.
Even though the evidence was quite clear, I excavated a probe into the east profile of
Tn9, where the wall was in order to follow it and verify its continuity east (see Fig. 5.40). This
was certainly confirmed and the limestone conglomerate continued in very poor shape. In front
of the wall, on floor Junlaju, the soil was mixed with some ash and there were a few fragments
of carbon, indicating there was likely another ash lens deeper under the fill, similar to the one
found on the west side in Tn10, Ash Lens 3 (described below).
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5.4.1.8. Tunnel 10 (ACH-1B-Tn10)
Opposite of Tn9, we began excavation of Tn10 into the west profile of Tn8 at the base of
the staircase and followed it west to find the corner (Figs. 5.8 and A.5.12). The objective of this
excavation was similar to that of Tn9, to find the staircase corner and turn south to find the
façade of the upper tier corresponding with Structure 5C-01-sub 8. The perplexing condition and
composition of the wall identified in Tn9 made its identification in Tn10 critical. My
expectations in Tn10 were to find a better-preserved façade that could be followed west and
determine the presence or absence of a mask.
We excavated T10 in four lots: L19, L16, L17 and L18. L19 corresponded to the fill
removed from the tunnel, while lots 16, 17, and 18 were associated with Ash Lens 3, which was
partially exposed in Tn10 and mostly in Tn11. Tunnel 10 measured 1.84 m long in the east-west
section and 2.54 m in the north-south branch. Maximum height reached was 1.24 m and average
width was 0.75 m. The fill was very dense and compact, it contained small to medium-sized
stones as well as some very large boulders.
We encountered a damaged northwest corner 1.14 m west of the edge of Tn8. Contrary
to the east side, we found the lateral west wall of the staircase in much better condition. It
presented less cracks and the plaster appears to be more stable, but like the east side it also has an
undulating surface (Fig. 5.41 and 5.42). Floor Junlaju continued well preserved in the east-west
branch of Tn10, but in the north-south segment the floor stopped 0.58 m south from the corner of
the staircase. The cut in the floor was perpendicular to the wall and did not correspond with the
expected location of the platform wall, based on the evidence in Tn9. I continued to excavate
south, maintaining the level of the floor even though the plaster was no longer present. At 0.650.70 m from the corner the soil began to change in color and texture, and pieces of carbon began
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Figure 5.41. East (above) and west (below) profiles of ACH-1B-Tn10, showing the western side
of the staircase with its well-preserved plaster surface and Structure 5C-01-sub 8’s wall, where
the excavation turned west with Tn11 (drawing by author, courtesy of PRALC. Ministerio de
Cultura y Deportes de Guatemala).
to appear mixed with ash (Fig. 5.42). As we continued to move south the carbon and ash density
increased. It became evident that the concentration of ash and carbon continued into the west
profile of the tunnel, so we proceeded to excavate south leaving the ash lens intact for the time
being, until Tn10 reached the wall of Structure 5C-01-sub 8 1.75 m south from the staircase
corner and finalizing the excavation of Tn10 (Fig. 5.42).
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Figure 5.42. Photographs of the corner of the wall and staircase junction with part of Ash Lens
3 visible (left) and wall of Structure 5C-01-sub 8 (right), constructed with limestone
conglomerate roughly shaped into blocks (photos by author, courtesy of PRALC. Ministerio de
Cultura y Deportes de Guatemala).
The platform wall was built with limestone conglomerate and very coarsely trimmed
limestone blocks, similar to those discovered in Tn9 but better defined. The conglomerate
construction forms the basal section of the wall with a single large block outset 0.20 m from the
section above, which is made up of small cut stones (Fig. 5.42). The wall has a slight incline, or
talud, and although crude, the wall exposed in Tn10 was in much better condition than the one in
Tn9. The plaster on the staircase wall ended at the junction with the platform (Fig. 5.41).
On the east side it appeared as thought the staircase and the platform were
contemporaneous constructions. Unlike the evidence in Tn9, the wall forming the façade of the
platform exposed in Tn10 seems to run under the staircase, suggesting the latter was an addition,
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although not necessarily a later one. There is insufficient data to determine how far apart their
constructions were. Although speculative at this point, floor Junlaju seems to run beneath the
staircase, indicating there may be more than one phase of stairway construction.

Figure 5.43. Photographs of Ash Lens 3, discovered at the base of Structure 5C-01-sub 8, in the
corner with the staircase (photos by author, courtesy of PRALC. Ministerio de Cultura y
Deportes de Guatemala).
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Interestingly, while the staircase surface conserved its plaster surface quite well, the
platform façade wall did not. There were absolutely no traces of plaster on the sections of the
wall exposed in tunnels 9 and 10, nor on any of its surface visible in Tn11 (described below).
The fact that the staircase and Structure 5C-01-sub 4 were preserved so well while the façade of
the sustaining platform was not, suggests the latter was intentionally defaced, stripping the
platform from its symbolism and meaning (discussed in Chapter 8).
Lots 16, 17 and 18 pertain exclusively to Ash Lens 3 and are in both tunnels 10 and 11
(Fig. 5.43). Ash Lens 3 was the last feature to be excavated in Tn10 and each lot corresponded
to a “scraping” or level in the feature. Lot 16 was the uppermost level and the first scraping,
from where I collected three Late Preclassic sherds, among several carbon samples. The second
scraping was labeled Lot 17 and it contained seven sherds, also dated to the Late Preclassic.
Finally, Lot 18 corresponded to the third and final scraping of the ash lens, from where I
collected only two sherds. More carbon and ash samples were collected from the second and
third scrapings.

5.4.1.9. Tunnel 11 (ACH-1B-Tn11)
I initiated Tn11 from the profile of Tn10, next to the platform wall, with the objective of
following the wall west (Fig. A.5.8). In addition to exposing the architecture of the platform and
excavating Ash Lens 3, it was still necessary to verify the presence or absence of masks that
flanked the staircase. Tn11 measured 3.80 m long, by 1.16 m maximum width by 1 m maximum
height. I excavated the tunnel in three lots, L15, L18 and L20. Lot 15 pertained to the general
excavation of Ash Lens 3 in Tn11, which included the collection of four sherds; and Lot 18
corresponded to the third scrapping of Ash Lens 3, from where I collected only two sherds.
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Finally, Lot 20 included the entire fill extracted from Tn11, from where I collected 12 sherds, an
obsidian fragment and a chert fragment.
At the beginning of the tunnel, the upper section of the wall exposed in the tunnel was
inset 0.30 m from the section exposed in Tn10, leaving a conglomerate surface like a bench 0.300.40 m wide (Figs. 5.44, A.5.13). The inset section of the wall measured 1.15 m wide and left a
bench-like space totaling 0.50 m deep. The conglomerate was not well preserved and I found no
artifacts on its surface. At this point, it remains unknown what this bench-like features was used
for, as there are no indications of burning or other residues that would allude to its potential
function due to the removal of the plastered surface.
Exactly 2 m west of the staircase the inset, bench-like feature ended and the platform wall
was again in line with the eastern end exposed in Tn10. The conglomerate continued at the base,
although not evenly. The section of the west of the bench feature was very even, with three rows
of medium cut blocks built at an angle, or talud (Fig. A.5.13c).
As we proceeded with the excavation, the evenness of the wall was lost and blocks began
to protrude at various levels with no particular organization, yet were clearly intentionally placed
so. Once we finalized excavation of Tn11, 4.50 m west of the staircase, that section of the wall
seemed to represent the armature of a mask (Figs. 5.44 and 5.45). Like the rest of the façade, the
mask had been stripped clean of all stucco and its symbolism erased. At the very deepest section
of the tunnel, the armature was incomplete and the platform wall no longer continued, suggesting
that it had also been destroyed in antiquity, perhaps to accommodate later construction episodes
that were requiring a narrower platform as the height of the entire complex was increased.
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Figure 5.44. ACH-1B-Tn10 and Tn11. South profile showing the poorly preserved wall of the upper tier platform (Str. 5C-01-sub 8),
with the location of the mask armature. Image also depicts the location of unit ACH-1B-2 and Tn15 (drawing by author, croutesy of
PRALC. Ministerio de Cultura y Deportes de Guatemala).
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Figure 5.45. Photographs of ACH-1B-Tn11 illustrating Structure 5C-01-sub 8’s northern
façade and mask armature, on the west side of the staircase (photos by author, courtesy of
PRALC. Ministerio de Cultura y Deportes de Guatemala).
The excavation of Ash Lens 3 indicated it was a large feature and contained a thick layer
of carbon and ash. The stucco floor was no longer preserved and the final scrapping of the ash
lens did not reveal any preserved plaster, with the exception of a small fragment visible in the
north profile of Tn11. The floor had clearly been cut as seen in Tn10, and its sharp cut indicated
it did not merely deteriorate as a result of frequent burning. Together, this evidence alluded to
the possibility that the cut in the floor was the result of an excavation in antiquity to bury
something. To investigate this, we laid out a unit (ACH-1B-2) over the area of the ash lens
(Figs. 5.44 and 5.46).
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Figure 5.46. North profile of ACH-1B-Tn11 and ACH-1B-2 (drawing by author, courtesy of
PRALC. Ministerio de Cultura y Deportes de Guatemala).
5.4.1.10. ACH-1B-2
A small unit measuring 0.80 m by 0.50 m and oriented more or less east-west, according
to the tunnel, located at the base of Structure 5C-01-sub 8 and directly beneath Ash Lens 3 (Figs.
5.47). Its objective was to explore the area underneath the ash lens and verify the presence or
absence of a cache or some other deposit that may have been the reason for the cut floor above,
and perhaps even the ash lens itself. In Level 1 (ACH-1B-2-1) I excavated a thick (~0.18 m)
layer of very compact white matrix, particularly well preserved in the southwestern section of the
unit (also visible in Fig. 5.46 and 47). It appears to be part of floor Junlaju, although it differs in
thickness and consistency from the same floor exposed in unit ACH-1B-1. It also seems to run
further south, under the building. As mentioned before, the surface of floor Junlaju was cut in
Tn10 and was not visible in Tn11, indicating that this layer may represent earlier versions of the
floor or perhaps it corresponds to another feature not yet identified.
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Figure 5.47. Photographs of unit ACH-1B-2, a small excavation inside Tn11 under Ash Lens #3.
This excavation also revealed a new tunnel (Tn15) that was excavated by looters but that
remained hidden until the excavation of this unit due to its collapsed entrance in LT1 (photos by
author, courtesy of PRALC. Ministerio de Cultura y Deportes de Guatemala).
The fill beneath the floor included dark brown soil, very dark in areas, mixed with small
and medium stones. I collected six sherds from the fill. Excavation was interrupted when we
discovered a hollow space in the southwest corner of the unit, just beneath the white compact fill.
As the excavation deepened, the hole became larger and it was soon evident that the unit
connected with an enormous looters’ tunnel (Tn15) previously unknown and undocumented, but
that entered the building from LT1 (Fig. 5.47). This tunnel remained unknown because its
entrance collapsed shortly after excavation. The immediacy of the collapse is uncertain, but
must have occurred relatively soon because there is evidence inside the tunnel of ash and wicks
that belonged to the torches used by the looters. It was also obvious that this tunnel had not been
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disturbed nor weathered post excavation and it appeared freshly excavated (therefore sealed for a
long time).
The discovery of Tn15 halted the excavation of unit ACH-1B-2. The tunnel measures
approximately 1.50-2 m high by some 1.25-1.75 m wide, and several meters long, running from
LT1 to the center of the mound. The tunnel has not yet been formally documented. Excavation
of ACH-1B-2 ended at 0.90 m deep and was excavated in a single level. No feature was
discovered beneath the ash lens in the area of the unit.
Given that the cut in floor Junlaju abuts with the lateral wall of the staircase, it is possible
that a cache or other deposit would be closer to the corner and not directly beneath the ash lens.
An extension of ACH-1B-2 eastward to test the presence of a feature closer to the corner of the
staircase and platform was impossible due to the presence of Tn13, and further excavation would
require first some stabilization.

5.4.1.11. Tunnel 12 (ACH-1B-Tn12)
Located at the front side of Structure 5C-01, this tunnel’s objective was to explore the
north and front staircase of Structure 5C-01-sub 2, exposed by looters in LT2 (Fig. A.5.8). As
described above, LT2 is a very long and deep trench along the central axis of the mound. Tn12
began at the eastern profile of LT2, directly at the base of the staircase, on floor Kablaju, and
continued east following the basal step, perpendicularly to LT2 (Fig. A.5.8, 5.48). In addition to
better defining the architectural features of the staircase and the front of Structure 5C-01-sub 2, I
expected the excavation of Tn12 to encounter a large stucco mask on the eastern side, the
counterpart to the modeled stucco mask discovered in ACH-1C-6. Finding the east mask in
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Tn12 would facilitate reconstructing the front façade of Structure 5C-01-sub 2 with more detail,
by exposing both the staircase and the wall/mask of the platform.
The fill overlaying the staircase was very unstable, consisting of a loose mixture of
yellow wet-laid matrix and layers of small rocks. Tunnel 12 had to be very small to prevent any
major collapse, especially since the tunnel was not too deep down from the mound’s slope. Its

Figure 5.48. North and south profiles of Tn12, ACH-1B-Tn12, excavated along the north and
front staircase of Structure 5C-01-sub 2 (drawings by author, courtesy of PRALC. Ministerio de
Cultura y Deportes de Guatemala).
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final measurements were 1.14 of maximum height, 0.88 of maximum width and 2.76 m long
(Fig. 5.48, A.5.14). We excavated it in three lots, L21, L23, and L24. Lot 21 corresponded to
the first section of the tunnel, from the profile of LT2 to a crude wall we discovered 1.15 m into
the tunnel. The fill was mostly made up of loose rocks directly over the floor (0.50 m thick) with
a layer of the yellow wet-laid soil mixed with small and medium stones separating it from
another pocket of rocks above it. The soil’s appearance indicates it was wet before placed as fill,
likely intended to quickly increase volume and retain stability. Soon after excavation began we
encountered a retaining wall, likely part of a construction pen, built with amorphous rocks and
aligned perpendicularly to the steps (Fig. 5.49). Seemingly intentional, the wall reached the
height of the second step, coinciding with a layer of yellowish-white soil that resembled a poor
quality floor-like surface. This surface became more evident on the east side of the retaining
wall and it separated lots 23 and 24.
On the east side of the wall and below the floor-like surface was Lot 23, consisting of
brown soil mixed with abundant small and medium-sized rocks. It was more compact than L21
and appeared to be a separate construction effort from the fill in L21. Above the floor-like
surface was L24, which was fill made up of layers of pale brown and whitish soils mixed with
small stones and a few larger ones. Both lots 23 and 24 were sterile. I stopped excavation of
Tn12 because evidently it was not going to encounter the east mask, as the excavation was lower
than the mask level. Further, unstable fill became dangerous and there was fear of further
destabilizing the fill beneath the mask. The excavation did not reach the end of the staircase
either.
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Figure 5.49. ACH-1B-Tn12, entrance to Tn12 (left) exposing staircase and looters’ damage,
and photo of retaining wall encountered during excavation (right) (photos by author, courtesy of
PRALC. Ministerio de Cultura y Deportes de Guatemala).

5.4.2. Sub-Operation C: Excavations on the North side of Structure 5C-01
Sub-Operation C comprises excavations carried out on the north section of the mound,
along the lower front terrace and the area immediately at its base. I directed the excavation of
six units between 2010 and 2011 to explore the exterior architectural features of the final
construction phase and understand the building’s connection with the plaza. Units 1-5 were
excavated in 2010 at the base of the mound, while unit 6 was excavated in 2011 inside LT1 (Fig.
A.5.2 and A.5.8).
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5.4.2.1. ACH-1C-1
I chose the base of LT2 as the location for this unit, along the central axis of Structure
5C-01. The unit measured 1.50 m by 1 m wide and its longitudinal axis was north south and
(Fig. 5.50). There were two objectives for this unit. First, I expected to find architectural
evidence for the staircase corresponding to the final construction episode of Structure 5C-01.
According to the architectural features observed in the profile of LT2 and the slope of the mound
itself, I expected to descend onto the platform of a front terrace, very close to where I thought the
staircase should begin. The pronounced slope begins too high from the level of the plaza,
suggesting there was a terrace at the base of the main staircase that extended several meters north
before descending to the plaza. The second objective was to determine the depth of LT2 at the
base of the mound and recover artifacts from the looters backdirt to increase my sample size.
Level 1 (ACH-1C-1-1) corresponded to the excavation of the looters’ backdirt, which
included mostly loose rocks of various sizes. The bit of soil I found intermixed with the rocks
was dark brown and it was primarily close to the surface. The level was not excavated
horizontally, as it followed the inclination of the mound. I collected 10 sherds and one lithic
fragment from the looters’ backdirt. Level 2 (ACH-1C-1-2) consisted of the original humus
layer. Soil was very dark, humid and contained abundant organic material. I collected a total of
38 sherds and one lithic fragment. The ceramics correspond to both the Late Preclassic and
Early Classic Periods, the latter being the most abundant.
Level 3 comprised collapse rubble and deposition following the abandonment of the
structure. Contrary to the two layers above, this level was more compact. Excavation of Level 3
stopped upon the discovery of a cut limestone block in the southeast corner of the unit. Although
it was obvious that the same layer continued, I began a new level at this point just to maintain
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better control of the artifacts and in the event that the architecture was destroyed and excavation
penetrated construction unnoticed. I collected 16 sherds from Level 3, which dated primarily to
the Early Classic Period mixed with a few earlier examples.

Figure 5.50. Profile and plan map of units ACH-1C-1 and 3 (drawing by author, courtesy of
PRALC. Ministerio de Cultura y Deportes de Guatemala).
We continued excavation into the rubble as Level 4 and revealed what vaguely resembled
steps. Preservation was very poor, but we encountered stone alignments running east west across
the unit in ascending/descending order (Fig. 5.50). I was unable to confirm with any certainty
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that they corresponded to the actual staircase of the building. They were also too wide and low
for the main pyramid steps. The evidence leaves four possibilities:
1. That the steps ascend to a small platform bordering the base of the actual staircase of
Structure 5C-01;
2. That the post-abandonment destruction deformed the staircase;
3. The staircase was destroyed in antiquity leaving the armature; and
4. It is not the actual staircase but continues to be collapse, perhaps of the staircase itself.
In order to understand the evidence, I laid out an extension to the unit to the north (ACH-1C-3).
The majority of pottery from Unit 1 came from Level 4, including 220 sherds along with an
obsidian blade fragment and a chert flake. Pottery from this level contained mixed Preclassic
and Early Classic materials.

5.4.2.2. ACH-1C-3
This unit was a 1 m by 1 m unit excavated adjacent to ACH-1C-1, extending the latter to
the north (Fig. 5.50). Its main objective was to further expose the feature identified in the first
unit, as it was unclear exactly what it consisted in. Although adjacent, the levels were different,
primarily because there was a thicker level of soil on the surface that was excavated as Level 1,
from where I collected only 6 sherds from the dark brown soil.
Level 2 (ACH-1C-3-2) consisted in the removal of the loose rocks and soil from the
looters’ backdirt. I only found one very small sherd in this level. The third level (ACH-1C-3-2)
corresponded to the original humus layer, from where I collected four sherds from a very dark
brown soil rich with organic material. Finally, Level 4 (ACH-1C-3-4) included the excavation of
the rubble until we reached the architectural features discovered in the first unit. At the northern
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end of the feature, the excavation descended upon a white uneven surface resembling a very
deteriorated floor. Elevation measurements indicated it was not the same floor as the one
identified in Unit 2 (ACH-1C-2) a couple of meters to the west. We concluded excavation of
this unit upon reaching that surface, waiting to compare with the results from Unit 2.

5.4.2.3. ACH-1C-2
I laid out this unit about 2 m northwest of unit ACH-1C-1, between LT1 and LT2. ACH1C-2 was a 1.50 m by 1 m unit, oriented longitudinally north-south (Fig. A.5.2). Its objective
was similar to Unit 1’s, to define architectural features pertaining to the final construction phase
of Structure 5C-01. A total of five levels were excavated (Fig. 5.51).
Because of its location close to LT1, the first level corresponded to the removal of
looters’ backdirt and rocks. I collected five sherds from this level. Below Level 1 was the
original humus layer (pre-looting) that consisted in dark brown soil dense with organic material.
There were a few collapse stones and 19 sherds, an obsidian flake and a chert flake.
I designated the excavation of rubble and collapse below the humus layer as Level 3.
Soil was dark brown and the layer contained small and medium-sized rocks. Artifact density
increased to 96 sherds and one obsidian flake. I ended Level 3 when the soil changed to reddish
brown. Level 4 turned out to be a relatively thin layer of that reddish matrix overlaying an
eroded plaster floor, called Waqlaju, primarily preserved on the southern end of the unit. I
collected 48 sherds and one obsidian blade from this level.
Following the documentation of floor Waqlaju, we proceeded with the excavation by
breaking through the floor to recover artifacts from its fill and acquire a relative date from the
pottery. A section of the floor was left as reference in the southwest corner of the unit. I
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collected 25 sherds from Level 5 that were very eroded but consistent with Late Preclassic
diagnostic attributes. Only ~0.25 m below the floor I came upon a very hard and irregular
surface, which although quite high in elevation in comparison to plaza level, I identified as
bedrock. This evidence indicates that bedrock in the southern section of the ridge was not even
at all and likely required substantial labor to level the terrain for construction, as described in the
section on Tunnel 2 (ACH-1B-Tn2).

Figure 5.51. Illustration of the west profile of excavation units ACH-1C-2, 4 and 5, showing
floors Wuqlaju and Waqlaju (drawing by author, courtesy of PRALC. Ministerio de Cultura y
Deportes de Guatemala).
5.4.2.4. ACH-1C-4
Given the discovery of a floor in Unit 2, I laid out Unit 4 adjacent to it on the south side
with the objective of exposing more area of the floor to use as guide for finding the staircase or
platform wall of Structure 5C-01. Unit 4 was also 1.50 m by 1 m and longitudinally oriented
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north south (Figs. A.5.2 and 5.51). There was a substantially large pile of loose rocks on the
surface left by the looter’s that we removed before beginning excavation of Unit 4. Level 1
corresponded to the humus layer, which was similar in characteristics to the adjacent unit. The
rubble and collapse beneath the humus comprised Level 2, which was the same as in Unit 1.
Level 2 contained the majority of artifacts, including 84 sherds and two obsidian flakes. The
separation between Levels 2 and 3 was not evident during excavation, as there were no distinct
features that distinguished what became Level 3 until it had been partly excavated. Level 3
corresponded primarily to the southern section of the unit that sloped in from the south profile,
and consisted in light brown and grayish fill, compact and containing small and medium-sized
rocks. Excavation of Unit 4 ended upon the discovery of a badly eroded floor, labeled Wuqlaju,
which appeared at the bottom of Level 2 and abutted with the fill that made up Level 3 (Fig.
5.51).
The presence of the floor and the fact that it ended coincidentally with Level 3 increased
the chance that Level 3 was actually construction fill. There was no wall or step, however,
which would confirm its identification. To the north, floor Wuqlaju ended due to extreme
erosion and it was impossible to make a connection with the floor in Unit 2. They are likely two
distinct floors and the later floor simply eroded completely and was not visible in Unit 2, but it
explains the distinct composition of Level 4 in that first unit.

5.4.2.5. ACH-1C-5
In order to verify what appeared as architectural fill in ACH-1C-4-3, I decided on
excavating one more unit adjacent and to the south of the first two. Another 1.50 m by 1 m unit
that followed the alignment established by Units 2 and 4 (Fig. 5.51). Unfortunately, there were
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no surviving architectural features discernable in any of these units. The construction fill was
confirmed and it continued south, but there were no in situ stones corresponding with a wall or
staircase.
Unit 5 was divided into four levels. Level 1 corresponded to the removal of rocks and
looters’ backdirt to reach the original surface of the mound. Level 2 consisted in a thick humus
layer and the rubble and collapse beneath the humus was Level 3. These levels were similar in
characteristics to Levels 2 and 3 in Units 4 and 2, respectively. The fourth and final level
corresponded to what was identified as construction fill of compact grayish brown soil mixed
with small and medium-sized rocks. I collected only one sherd and an obsidian flake from this
last level. While no architectural features were discovered, the west profile of the units exposed
the construction fill descending in an incline to meet floor Wuqlaju.

5.4.2.6. ACH-1C-6
I excavated Unit 6 inside LT1, at the southern end of the trench (Fig. 5.20). During the
documentation of LT1 it became obvious that the looters had done more damage than was
readily apparent. Cleaning the surface of the trench indicated the very loose rubble corresponded
to looters’ collapse and backdirt. Unit 6 measured 1.50 m by 1.50 m and the goal was to remove
all the loose rubble from the looters’ collapse and backdirt. It was excavated in a single level as
it was clearly disturbed and contaminated. Upon completion, I collected a total of 31 very
eroded sherds, which dated to both the Terminal Preclassic and Early Classic Periods.
As the excavation removed the loose collapse, the profiles exhibited a fill consisting of
yellow soil that had been wet-laid, mixed with small and medium-sized rocks, in some sections
appearing as layers. This fill is similar and contemporaneous to the one described in LT2 and
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Tn12, which covered Structure 5C-01-sub 2. As the excavation deepened I encountered floor
Hoblaju, 2.65 m down from floor Oxlaju, described in LT1 (Fig. 5.20). Floor Hoblaju has a
plaster 0.10-0.15 m thick. In the south profile of the unit, about 0.50 m prior to encountering the
floor, a smooth stucco surface with paint remains appeared. The surface was rounded and was
clearly not part of a wall. Because of the features exposed by the looters in LT3, it was expected
that LT1 would also contain modeled stucco, perhaps pertaining to a mask. As I continued to
clean the profile, it became evident that the feature corresponded to the nose of a large stucco
mask, labeled Mask 2 (Fig. 5.50). In order to expose as much of the mask as possible, I
excavated the south profile deeper into the area above the mask’s nose. Mask 2 is comparable in
size and style with contemporaneous Late Preclassic masks from other lowland Maya sites
(Brown and Garber 2005; Freidel 2005; Hansen 1992; Valdés 1986, 1989) and contrasted
completely with Mask 1, discovered on the staircase of Structure 5C-01-sub 4, discussed above.
Unfortunately, the excavation did not expose the full extent of the mask and the fill was
so unstable that tunneling to the sides was too risky. As much of the mask was exposed without
jeopardizing the stability of the profiles, using floor Oxlaju to hold up the fill above it. From the
highest point of the mask exposed to floor Hoblaju, 1.50 m by two meters wide of mask surface
was uncovered. The area exposed included two thirds of the west side of the face and a section
of the western lateral decoration, including the earflare.
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Figure 5.52. Photograph of Mask 2, excavated in unit ACH-1C-6, corresponding to the façade
of Structure 5C-01-sub 2 (photo by author, courtesy of PRALC. Ministerio de Cultura y
Deportes de Guatemala).
Because of the kind of fill that was used to cover the mask, its surface was badly eroded.
Evidence of paint on the nose indicated the mask was decorated at one time, but nature of the fill
covering it caused severe deterioration and its proximity to the surface increased damage by
bioturbation. The iconographic interpretation is presented in Chapter 6 of this dissertation.
Beneath the mask’s nose is a wall with a talud that descends beyond floor Hoblaju. The
floor was a later addition to the building, but whether it was later than the mask is unknown. The
wall beneath the floor is plastered, indicating it was once an exposed surface. I was able to
confirm this sequence with the evidence in LT3, on the east side of the building. According to
the floor sequence visible on the east profile of LT3, there should be another floor 0.80 m below
floor Hoblaju, where the talud ends (see Fig. 5.23).
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While the mask was mostly intact, the looters did break the lower east jaw and cheek
when they penetrated into the building with a tunnel. The tunnel visible from LT1, beneath the
mask, thought to be a very small one turned out to be the same looters’ excavation as the large
Tn15 discovered while excavating ACH-1B-2 inside Tn11. The small opening beneath the mask
no longer connects with Tn15 directly, as the larger and deeper section remains sealed by
collapse. Although it is unfortunate that the looters dug such deep holes into Structure 5C-01, it
was fortunate that they only broke through a small section of the mask, unlike Mask 3 in LT3,
where they went through a large portion of its face.

5.4.3. Sub-Operation E: Excavations on the West Side of Structure 5C-01
I began excavations in sub-Opeartion E (ACH-1E) in 2011, on the exterior basal slope of
Structure 5C-01 (Fig. A.5.2). The intention was to find standing architecture corresponding to
the final construction phase on the west side, as my attempts on the north and front of the
building failed. There were no looters tunnels or trenches along the lower west side and there
were no large trees either. In addition to merely defining some architecture, if a wall was located
it could be followed north to encounter the northwestern corner of the basal platform for
Structure 5C-01. Finding a lateral wall would also help me define the exact orientation of the
building, and facilitating the location of other corners in the future by projecting from known
points. I excavated a total of seven units adjacent to each other exposing a low wall what
corresponds to the basal platform of a large architectural complex (Figs. 5.53 and A.5.2).
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Figure 5.53. Plan view of units in sub-Operation ACH-1E (survey by C. R. Chiriboga; map by
E. Tsesmeli; digital modifications by M. J. Acuña; courtesy of PRALC. Ministerio de Cultura y
Deportes de Guatemala).

5.4.3.1. ACH-1E-1
The first unit we excavated in sub-Operation E was located on the northwest side of
Structure 5C-01 (Fig. 5.53 and A.5.2). Its objective was to locate a floor that could be followed
east towards the basal wall of the building. It was a 1.50 m by 1 m unit, longitudinally oriented
east west, so perpendicular to the structure. Surprisingly, the wall appeared and coincided with
the east profile of the unit (Fig. 5.54).
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Figure 5.54. Photograph of unit ACH-1E-1 showing basal platform wall and a very eroded
floor, labeled Junmay (left). Drawing of unit’s southern profile with wall visible on the east side
(right) (photo and drawing by author, courtesy of PRALC. Ministerio de Cultura y Deportes de
Guatemala).
Level 1 included the excavation of the layer of humus, which consisted of very dark
brown soil mixed with abundant organic material. The maximum thickness of the level was 0.23
m in the southeast corner. I collected two sherds from Level 1, both of which were very eroded.
Level 2 was the excavation of the rubble and collapse. Its removal exposed the surface of a
badly eroded floor, labeled Junmay, 0.60 m below the surface at the southwest corner and 1.10 m
at the southeast corner, where the floor and the wall meet. As the unit was excavated just next to
the wall, this feature appeared evenly in the west profile in Level 2, only 0.32 m below the
surface (Figs. 5.54). The wall has a slight incline or talud, although it is not certain that was
intentional. In Unit 1 the wall measured 0.90 m high and was composed of one well-defined row
of rectangular limestone blocks at the base, on top of which there are several stones of various
sizes arranged to form the wall. From Level 2 I collected 203 sherds and three obsidian
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fragments. Among the pottery that was diagnostic, I identified ceramic groups from both the
Terminal Preclassic and Early Classic Periods, the latter being the most abundant.

5.4.3.2. ACH-1E-2
I laid out Unit 2 adjacent to Unit 1 on the north side, but not following the same
orientation (Fig. 5.53). It was difficult to project the exact orientation of the wall based on the
section exposed in Unit 1. I oriented Unit 2 longitudinally northeast southwest in order to allow
for more exposure of the wall. The first level corresponded to the excavation of the humus layer,
similar in thickness to Level 1 in Unit 1, but here it did not contain any artifacts.
Level 2 was much deeper in this unit, as the location moved slightly up on the mound
slope. It comprised the excavation of rubble and collapse, including a brown matrix mixed with
small and medium-sized stones. Maximum depth of Unit 2 was 1.20 m in the northeast corner,
at the level of floor Junmay, which ascended slightly towards the north. We exposed the wall in
Level 2, which ran more or less along an orientation of 31˚ east of north (Fig. A.5.15). The wall
was in similar condition compared to the section in Unit 1, although larger and more defined
limestone blocks were used in the construction. The portion of the wall discovered in Unit 2
measures 0.60 m tall. I collected 102 sherds dated to the Terminal Classic and Early Classic
Periods, and two obsidian fragments from Level 2.

5.4.3.3. ACH-1E-3
Because the wall continued into the northwest corner of the previous unit, it was
necessary to re-orient Unit 3 in order to expose the wall and leave enough space outside of it to
be able to document it properly (Fig. 5.53). Now that a larger section of the wall was exposed it
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was easier to determine a more accurate orientation, which enabled me to lay out Unit 3
accordingly. Unit 3 was also a 1.50 m by 1 m unit, longitudinally following the wall.
Level 1 consisted in the excavation of the humus layer, approximately 0.20 m thick and
sterile. Level 2 included the excavation of the rubble and fill outside the wall, which continued
north parallel to the east profile of Unit 3. Level 2 characteristics are the same as the
corresponding level previously described in Units 1. Floor Junmay continued with a slight
incline northward and the height of the wall exposed in Unit 3 was 0.70 m. Once again, the wall
was constructed with rocks of various sizes and shapes, including very large ones, with relatively
flat surfaces (Fig. A.5.15). I collected 77 sherds, four obsidian fragments and two chert
fragments from Level 2. One of the chert fragments is part of an eccentric (Fig. 5.55). The
pottery was a mixed assemblage of Terminal Preclassic and Early Classic groups.

Figure 5.55. Photograph of two lithic fragments from ACH-1E-3-2. Fragment on the viewers
right was likely part of an eccentric (photo by author, courtesy of PRALC. Ministerio de Cultura
y Deportes de Guatemala).
5.4.3.4. ACH-1E-4
A 1.50 m by 1 m unit directly adjacent to and north of Unit 3 and following the same
orientation to expose more of the wall (Fig. 5.53). I was also hoping to find the corner of the
platform. While not finding the corner, this unit exposed another segment of the wall and
revealed that it began to curve slightly towards the east, suggesting the basal platform had curved
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corners (Fig. A.5.15b). As with the previous units, the excavation of Unit 4 included two levels,
similar in characteristics to the levels in those units as well. It was in Unit 4, along with Unit 5,
that I found the wall in its worst state of preservation, with only 0.30-0.40 m of it remaining.
From Level 2 I collected 78 sherds and four obsidian fragments. The pottery includes groups
from both the Terminal Preclassic and Early Classic.

5.4.3.5. ACH-1E-5
Because the wall began to curve east it was necessary to re-orient Unit 5 and to best
accommodate for a curved wall the measurements of the unit were reduced to 1 m2. I laid out the
unit adjacent to Unit 4 and to the north of it and excavated two levels (Fig. 5.53). Level 1 was
the humus layer, 0.20 m thick, and sterile. Level 2 included the excavation of rubble and
collapse with a brown matrix. I collected 30 sherds and one obsidian fragment. The ceramic
assemblage includes groups from the Terminal Preclassic and Early Classic Periods. As I
mentioned above, the wall was in poor condition in this unit. We uncovered two rows of stones
that continued the wide curve eastward (Fig. A.5.15). Floor Junmay presented a dent in its
surface in this unit and it was more deteriorated than in previous units.

5.4.3.6. ACH-1E-6
Continuing with the objective of defining the corner of the basal platform of Structure
5C-01, I excavated another unit of 1 m2 adjacent to and north of Unit 5 (Fig. 5.53). Level 1
corresponded to the humus layer, which was 0.20 m thick and also sterile. Level 2 consisted of
rubble and collapse, with the same characteristics as in the previous units. The unit ended when
floor Junmay reappeared in good condition and with an even surface, contrary to the surface
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exposed in the other units. The wall increased in height relative to the segment in Unit 5, with
0.70 m of vertical surface and more uniformed stones (Fig. A.5.15). I collected 77 sherds, again
pertaining to the Terminal Preclassic and Early Classic Period.

5.4.3.7. ACH-1E-7
This was the last unit excavated in sub-Operation E and together with the previous six
units they expose the wall of the basal platform of Structure 5C-01. Unit 7 was also 1 m2 laid out
northeast of Unit 6 (Figs. 5.53 and A.5.15). The wall continued but also began to reduce in
height. I excavated two levels in Unit 7, just like the other units. Level 1, the humus layer, did
not contain any artifacts. From Level 2 I collected 46 sherds pertaining to the Late Preclassic
and Early Classic Periods. Floor Junmay was in great condition in Unit 7 and was also 0.10 m
higher than in the rest of the units; however, the transition was not clear.

5.4.3.8. Description of the Wall
In the seven units previously described I exposed a section of the basal platform of
Structure 5C-01 and its northwest corner. The wall was constructed with rocks of all sizes and
irregular shapes that had a relative flat surface. The variety of sizes and shapes made the wall
quite irregular; rather than having organized rows of finely cut limestone blocks (Fig. A.5.15a).
The irregularity in the surface suggests this wall may have been covered in plaster,
although I did not find any evidence to confirm this. The majority of the wall exposed was
vertical, except for the sections in Units 1 and 2, which had a very slight incline. While the exact
height of the mural is impossible to define with the evidence at hand, based on the slope of the
mound and the maximum height exposed I estimate the original to have been about 1 meter high.
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The most striking feature about the wall was the wide curvature of the corner, which combined
with the low height of the platform recall Late Preclassic basal platforms at other sites. In these
other cases, the basal platforms were used to sustain triadic groups or closed patios with
ceremonial and/or ritual buildings, such as Group H at Uaxactun (Valdés 1989, 1991). At this
stage, I do not have any secure way of dating the construction of the platform, but it is possible
that it dates as far back as the earlier constructions in the Late Preclassic, similar to those at other
sites.

5.4.4. Sub-Operation F: Excavations on the South side of Structure 5C-01
I began investigation on the back and south side of Structure 5C-01, sub-Operation F, in
2011 and excavated four units (Fig. A.5.2). The objective of these units was to explore the back
of the pyramid for middens or other deposits that would provide a variety of artifacts. The
obvious absence of artifacts in the construction fill layers inside the building indicated that I had
to look for artifacts associated with it elsewhere. Additionally, I wanted to define some
architectural features from the back, as Structure 5C-01 sat at the southernmost edge of the ridge
and looked out towards the west.

5.4.4.1. ACH-1F-1
The first unit I laid out was 1.50 m by 1 m and oriented north south longitudinally on the
back slope of the mound (Fig. A.5.2). The excavation of this unit did not meet any of my
expectations and the evidence was unclear. We excavated three levels and reached a maximum
depth of 1.37 m in the northwest corner.
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Figure 5.56. ACH-1F-1 and 3, closing photograph showing yellow conglomerate and drawing
of west profile (photo and drawing by author, courtesy of PRALC. Ministerio de Cultura y
Deportes de Guatemala).
Level 1 corresponded to the layer of humus, which had a maximum thickness of 0.16 m.
I collected one sherd from Level 1, very small, fragmentary and eroded. Level 2 comprised the
excavation of rubble, primarily composed of brown matrix mixed with small to medium-sized
stones. I collected 60 sherds from this level, which included pottery from both the Late to
Terminal Preclassic and the Early Classic Periods, such as Sierra Red and Boxcay Brown groups
from the earlier period and Aguila Orange from the later period. Level 2 ended in a slope (Fig.
5.56), with the deeper end on the south side. The subsequent Level 3 consisted in a very, very
compact yellow matrix mixed with small and medium-sized stones. I originally speculated this
layer could represent bedrock, despite the coloration of the matrix; however, the discovery of
two sherds indicated it was a cultural level and I continued excavation. The fill resembles
limestone conglomerate and so far appears to be anthropogenic based on the presence of pottery,
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although the sherds were discovered at the beginning of the level. Excavation stopped because it
was becoming to hard at 1.37 m deep from the surface at the northwest corner.

5.4.4.2. ACH-1F-3
This unit was excavated as a 1 m2 extension of Unit 1, to the north and adjacent to it (Fig.
A.5.2). The unit’s objective was to verify if the fill in Level 3 of Unit 1 corresponded to an
architectural feature. We only excavated two levels in Unit 3: humus and rubble, until reaching
the surface of the limestone conglomerate. The northern end of the unit coincided with a change
in the slope incline, becoming steeper (Fig. 5.57). While the excavation reached and uncovered
the surface of the conglomerate, it was insufficient to define what exactly it corresponds with,
but it was likely some type of construction.

Figure 5.57. West profile and plan maps of units ACH-1F-2 and 4 (drawings by author,
courtesy of PRALC. Ministerio de Cultura y Deportes de Guatemala).
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5.4.4.3. ACH-1F-2
This unit was located to the west of ACH-1F-1, also 1.50 m by 1 m oriented north south
(Fig. A.5.2). Even though the units were relatively close, they were very different. We
excavated four levels in Unit 2 (Fig. 5.57). Level 1 consisted in the removal of the humus layer,
from where I collected 35 sherds, mostly eroded but a few diagnostic features indicated they
corresponded to the Terminal Preclassic and the beginning of the Early Classic Periods.
The second level corresponded to a light brown matrix mixed with abundant small and
medium-sized stones. Seventy meters down from the surface (NW corner) the level ended over a
layer of irregular stones somewhat evenly distributed across the unit. On the northern side of the
unit the stones formed two parallel stone alignments running east west that stood out from the
rest (Fig. 5.58). At the same level as these stones and sticking out of the northeast profile I found
a fragmented grinding stone. Additionally, I collected one obsidian fragment and 35 sherds from
Level 2 that were very eroded but some characteristics indicate they are Terminal Preclassic and
maybe some Early Classic.
Below the level of stones, Level 3 consisted in a brown matrix with some small and
medium rocks. Soon after excavation of Level 3 began, we encountered a very compact,
concrete-like fill that descended at an angle from the north profile into the unit that resembled
limestone conglomerate. Shortly after, Level 3 finalized at 1.12 m deep from the surface because
the density of pottery increased drastically. I collected 276 sherds, three obsidian, one chert and
one shell fragments. The change to Level 4 was arbitrary, as the layer continued unchanged
from Level 3 and was culturally contemporaneous. Level 4 was primarily excavated in the
center of the unit and a bit on the southern side, descending only 0.15-0.20 m and collecting 357
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sherds. The limestone conglomerate continued descending southward and it created a very
irregular surface.
The density of pottery in such a small area indicated we had come down onto an
intentional deposit of some kind, perhaps a midden. In order to better understand the context it
was necessary to expand the unit to the south and uncover a larger area of the deposit.

Figure 5.58. Photographs of architectural feature in ACH-1F-2-2 (left) and vessels discovered
in ACH-1F-4-4 (right) (photos by author, courtesy of PRALC. Ministerio de Cultura y Deportes
de Guatemala).
5.4.4.4. ACH-1F-4
As I was reaching the end of the season in 2011, I decided to expand the previous unit to
the south with only 1 m2 (Figs. A.5.2 and 5.57). The levels were the same as in Unit 2. Level 1
comprised the excavation of the humus layer where I collected 33 sherds, one obsidian, and three
chert fragments. Level 2 corresponded to the light brown matrix layer mixed with small and
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medium-sized rocks. Unlike the evidence in Unit 2, the level of rocks was not quite as distinct in
Unit 4, but there was a change in the matrix. I collected 48 sherds dated to the Terminal
Preclassic and Early Classic Periods. The subsequent Level 3 was excavated up to the arbitrary
point where Level 4 began in Unit 2. Although less abundant compared to the previous unit, I
collected 196 sherds and one chert fragment from Level 3 and also came down upon a very large
bolder in the southwest corner of the unit. The pottery dates to the Late to Terminal Preclassic
and Early Classic Periods.
Level 4 was not excavated completely in Unit 4. After excavating 0.15 m down, I
collected 436 sherds, one obsidian fragment and one complete Early Classic orange polychrome
bowl (Figs. 5.58 and 7.9). Additionally, it is the only context at the site so far to contain several
long bones, likely human, in association with the bowl. The bones were very fragile and the
matrix surrounding them was so hard it was too difficult to lift them without destroying them.
The bowl was on its side and located just in the south profile, which required that I excavate a
small probe to make space to extract the vessel with as little damage as possible. The bones
were very fragile and lying in an east west orientation just north of the bowl. Barely sticking out
of the east profile and also next to the bones was an inverted ring-based plate, also dated to the
Early Classic Period based on its form. It was too far into the east profile to excavate the way I
did the bowl. The matrix holding it in place was so hard that it would require more time and
space.
Upon discovery of this second vessel, it became clear that the context was much more
extensive and would require opening a much larger area to fully expose and understand it. While
a burial is not out of the question, the location, the abundant broken pottery and the inverted
position of the vessels indicate it was another kind of context, perhaps a midden. Although
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clearly an important context, I chose to stop the excavation and leave as much of the context in
situ until it can be properly excavated in the future.
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CHAPTER 6
MATERIAL SYMBOLS DESCRIPTION AND ANALYSIS

6.1. Late Preclassic Lowland Maya Architectural Embellishment Traditions
Throughout the Maya Lowlands, archaeological investigations since the early 20th
century have revealed a corpus of architectural embellishments that characterize the Late
Preclassic Period (Coe 1990b; Freidel 1985; Hansen 1992; Hurst 2009; Laporte and Valdés
1993; Miller 2001; Pendergast 1981; Ricketson, et al. 1937; Valdés 1989, 1991). Recent
discoveries (2000-present) have substantially increased the sample, not only in quantity but also
in theme and style, improving our understanding of the ideological and symbolic vocabulary of
the Late Preclassic Period (Acuña 2011; Brown and Garber 2005; Estrada-Belli 2006; Hansen, et
al. 2009; Saturno, et al. 2005; Taube, et al. 2010). The artistic displays in major ceremonial
centers of the Late Preclassic were concerned with contemporaneous concepts of religion and
ideology, which were key in the formation of early Maya governance (Demarest and Conrad
1992; Estrada-Belli 2006; Freidel 1981, 1985). As the cities flourished, these concepts were
materialized in sophisticated artistic programs in painted murals, sculpture, carved monuments,
as well as in settlement organization.
Concurrently with the construction of monumental architecture of unprecedented scale
came the practice of sculpting large stucco masks to decorate the facades of the new Late
Preclassic civic-ceremonial buildings at cities across the southern Maya Lowlands. These masks
symbolically displayed the growing political ideology and served as statements of power by the
emerging divine kings. Their symbolic content included imagery associated with kingship,
deities, creation myths, and cosmology, as a mechanism to unify a people into an organized
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social, political, and economic system (Freidel and Reilly 2010; Miller 2001:60). The emerging
rulers had their artist and masons decorate the buildings that became the important ritual
precincts of the emerging civic and ceremonial centers, with public statements of their sacred
power and ideology. In addition to serving as propaganda and displays of authority, the large
stucco masks also imbued the building on which they were crafted with symbolic power and
legitimized as sacred the space used by the divine kings for ritual and secular performances.
In addition to exterior, public monumental art, the ancient Maya also used paint as a
communication medium. Paint was part of Mesoamerican artistic traditions and carried
symbolic meaning since the time of the Olmec, where it was discovered archaeologically on
buildings and sculpture (Boone 1985:174). In the Late Preclassic Period it was common for
buildings to be painted in solid, monochromatic red on the exterior or left the color of plaster,
and polychrome paint was popularized alongside sculpture modeled in stucco on building
facades (Boone 1985; Freidel 1985; Schele 1985). Scholars originally thought that the interior of
buildings were, with few exceptions, left blank or simply painted a monochrome red (Boone
1985), but the discovery of the San Bartolo polychromatic paintings inside the chamber of
Pinturas Sub-1A dating to c. 100 B.C.E. indicates their early existence and were likely more
common than we think (Hurst 2009; Saturno, et al. 2005; Taube, et al. 2010). Painted
decorations on the exterior cream surfaces (monochrome and polychrome) have also been found
on important buildings at growing ceremonial centers in the Late Preclassic, such as Uaxactun,
Tikal, San Bartolo, and El Achiotal (Coe 1965:18-19; Laporte and Valdés 1993:116; Fig.161;
Saturno, et al. 2005; Taube, et al. 2010).
Freidel and Schele (1988a:550) argued that the ancient Maya read art using a similar
syntax as they did later with hieroglyphic writing. While certain symbolic codes were likely
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applied, how the audience would understand and read the symbolic vocabulary probably varied
according to each individual’s level of understanding and perception (Schele and Freidel
1990:116; Stone and Zender 2011). I would also add that knowledge of that vocabulary
developed according to each individual’s accessibility to the works of art. Large stucco façades
are easily seen from the public plaza below, but some programs are too high up or far back and
small that make clear visibility and legibility difficult for people not authorized to ascend to the
ritual precinct of the temple. The same is true for artistic programs inside temple rooms. In the
case of San Bartolo’s paintings inside Structure Sub-1A attached to the back of the main temple,
it is uncertain who was allowed to enter and appreciate the painted scenes. David Freidel
(personal communication, 2012) proposed the mural chamber was used as a classroom to teach
the myth of creation and to illustrate how divine kinship came into power.
I argue that the artistic embellishments that were more difficulty to read from afar or
were not used for didactic purposes, served a more important role in imbuing the building with
symbolic meaning and power. These iconographic programs could only be read by members of
the royal court who could get within reading distance of the building and by the gods. This
exclusivity was the kind of esoteric knowledge mentioned in Chapter 2 that provided elites with
the tools to maintain power and therefore exert control. In this chapter I describe the
iconographic embellishments on three buildings in the sequence buried under Structure 5C-01 at
El Achiotal. These include both public and non-public compositions, in the form of painted
murals on the temple shrine and large modeled stucco masks decorating the pyramid facades.
Final conclusions about how my iconographic interpretations integrate with other datasets I
explain in Chapter 8. Along with architecture, the material symbols decorating the buildings are
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my primary sources of information for drawing main conclusions regarding the site’s role in the
Late Preclassic political geography of the lowland Maya region.

6.2. The Iconographic Corpus of Structure 5C-01 at El Achiotal
Investigations of the architectural sequence of Structure 5C-01 have not only revealed a
series of masonry buildings, but also that several of these were decorated with painted designs
and sculpted stucco on their exterior walls and façades. In this chapter I describe the painted
motifs on Structures 5C-01-sub 5 and –sub 4, as well as the modeled stucco programs on
Structures 5C-01-sub 4 and –sub 2.
Before I delve into the iconographic descriptions, I will make a few basic observations
about the painting technique and the colors used on these buildings. Then I describe the
decorations on three architectural phases in the long sequence of Structure 5C-01. In addition to
an iconographic description I provide a comparative analysis of the material symbols within the
broader context of Late Preclassic art and ideology. My iconographic analyses and descriptions
follow the conventions of anthropological archaeology, rather than those of art history. That is, I
incorporate the comparisons into the narrative to build on the meaning of the murals and the
building they were painted on, instead of having formal descriptions followed by comparisons in
a separate section.

6.2.1. Observations on Paint Colors and Painting Technique
In the earliest examples of mural painting so far discovered in the architectural sequence
of Structure 5C-01, those on –sub 5, there are two shades of red paint: the basal platform of the
superstructure was painted in solid dark red (visible on the north profile of Tn1, see Fig. 5.8),
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while the decorations on the south exterior wall and northwest doorjamb were painted in a
slightly brighter monochrome red. The murals of Structure 5C-01-sub 4 were all painted in a
single shade of red, although brushstrokes created variation in tone. Specific studies on Maya
pigments have identified that the majority of colors were made from common iron minerals so,
for instance, red was made from cinnabar or hematite (Houston, et al. 2009:64; Hurst 2009:134;
Littmann 1975:350; Schele 1985:33). Based solely on observations in the field, the application
of paint on the walls of Structures 5C-01-sub 5 and –sub 4 was in secco. It was not possible to
identify whether the solid red on the basal platform of the earlier building was also applied the
same way or if it was in fresco.
For the decoration of the northwest doorjamb of Structure 5C-01-sub 5 and all the mural
paintings on Structure 5C-01-sub 4, the artists applied red paint in a resist style to create abstract
type of paintings23 (Hurst 2009:174-176). In the case of the murals of Structure 5C-01-sub 4,
parts of the design are repetitive and indicate codified imagery. My basic observations in the
field failed to identify any pre-painting or sketching prior to the final paint application. It is
possible, however, that a faint red line or wash may have been sketched first (Hurst 2009:150),
which was covered by the final application of stronger red pigment. The repetitive nature of
some of the elements, such as the volutes framing the main composition of each mural on
Structure 5C-01-sub 4, indicates standardization was non-mechanical,24 but one where the artists
was familiar with a regular graphic vocabulary (Hurst 2009:150). Although the volutes are very
similar, they were not painted with the aid of a template, as each one is different in size and
proportion.
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In her dissertation, Heather Hurst (2009:175) describes abstract painting as “…based on intellectual structure
rather than an observed reality,” and within the stylistic group of ancient Maya murals defines resist-type painting as
24
Hurst (2009:150) defined the standardization of mural painting as mechanical and non-mechanical. In the first,
the artist uses a template to create the same forms repeatedly within and between works or art, whereas in the second
the artist copies from other examples or is familiar with a regular graphic vocabulary.	
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While the murals were monochromatic, there were faint traces of black lines along the
east wall of Structure 5C-01-sub 4 (Fig. 6.1). I identified these as graffiti and not part of the
main mural composition. There was no identifiable pattern, nor any clearly identifiable forms.
The color black was usually acquired from burned material/carbon, magnesite, copper oxide,
pyrolusite, or manganite (Hurst 2009:134; Littmann 1975:350; Schele 1985:33).

Figure 6.1. Close-up photograph of graffiti painted on the east wall of Structure 5C-01-sub 4
next to Mural 1 (photo by author, courtesy of PRALC. Ministerio de Cultura y Deportes de
Guatemala).
The first and earliest evidence for polychrome paint at El Achiotal appeared on Mask 1,
located on the axis line of the staircase providing access to Structure 5C-01-sub 4 (Fig. 5.35 and
6.20). The modeled stucco mask was painted in red, dark red, pink, yellow, black and cream. I
did not carry out a detailed analysis of the paint application; suffice it to say that it was painted in
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a positive technique where the colors were used to highlight modeled features and provide them
with symbolic value (Freidel 1985:7). The masks discovered on the façade of Structure 5C-01sub 2 are too eroded to reveal the painted motifs; however, the mask on the west side still had
evidence of red paint on the nose surface. Lines were visible in dark red over a lighter red
surface, but no motifs could be identified.
Clearly, polychromatic painting was known to the artists at El Achiotal by the Late
Preclassic Period, based on the evidence found on Mask 1. Polychromatic painting was already
in use at several other sites during the Late Preclassic, and David Freidel (1985:17) noted its
quick emergence in relation with modeled stucco. However, despite other evidence for the
choice of polychromatic painting in the Preclassic Period (Freidel 1985; Hurst 2009; Saturno, et
al. 2005; Taube, et al. 2010), including its use on the stucco mask on Structure 5C-01-sub 4, the
artists at El Achiotal intentionally chose to represent the murals on the temple walls in
monochromatic red, painted against the contrasting cream plaster walls. In her discussion on the
use of color on Classic Period architecture, Schele (1985:38) made the observation that the use of
solid and flat, contrasting color to fill in large areas makes the painting more visible from farther
away, whereas fine-lined and polychromatic painting requires proximity to the scene for better
appreciation.
Several scholars have noted that it was traditional for the ancient Maya to paint their
buildings solid red or white, with evidence from the Preclassic through the Postclassic Periods
(Schele 1985:42). With the exception of the low platform supporting Structure 5C-01-sub 5’s
temple walls (for which only a section of the south wall was exposed), which was painted a dark
monochrome red, no other walls in the long sequence of Structure 5C-01 have evidence of
having been completely painted red. Contrary to the earlier Structure 5C-01-sub 5, the talud on
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the southern side of Structure 5C-01-sub 4 was only framed with a red band (see Figs. 5.28 and
5.33). Evidence from the plaster on the staircase exposed in tunnels 4, 7, 8, 9 and 10 did not
reveal any traces of red paint either. Unfortunately, the sustaining platform’s stucco was stripped
in antiquity, revealing crude walls and mask armatures, and obliterating any remains of paint if
they once existed.

6.3. Painted Decorations on Structure 5C-01-sub 5
Very little can be said about the decorations on Structure 5C-01-sub 5; however, it is the
earliest building in the architectural sequence of Structure 5C-01 that has any evidence
whatsoever of paint on its walls (see Figs. 5.13 and 6.2). The looters’ tunnels (Tn1 and Tn3)
only exposed small sections of Structure 5C-01-sub 5 and my excavations did not uncover much
more. In part, the limited exposure of Structure 5C-01-sub 5 is the result of ancient remodeling
activities, where Structure 5C-01-sub 4 re-used and replaced the earlier building (see discussion
in section 8.1). With the exception of paint remains associated with the two doorways into
Structure 5C-01-sub 5, all other exterior decorations pertain to the subsequent phase, Structure
5C-01-sub 4.
As I mentioned in section 5.3.5, the west doorjamb of the north entrance into Structure
5C-01-sub 5 was exposed by Tn3, which was dug by looters (Fig. 6.2). The distinct style of the
motif in comparison to the decorations on the later Structure 5C-01-sub 4 suggest that it
corresponds to the earlier Structure 5C-01-sub 5. Evidently, the looters exposed the original
decoration when their excavation shaved off the layer of plaster corresponding to the later phase.
A section of the north wall, immediately next to the doorjamb and covered by fill (Fig. 5.18)
supports this proposition. A portion of the wall’s plaster has detached from the mortar and is
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only held more or less in place by fill, making it difficult to excavate and obtain a better view of
the motifs. Only a complete excavation of the east doorjamb will confirm whether this particular
decoration pertains to the earlier Structure 5C-01-sub 5, although unconfirmed, circumstantial
and stylistic evidence point toward that being the case.

Figure 6.2. Photograph of Structure 5C-01-sub 5’s northwest doorjamb (see Fig. 5.19 for exact
location and scale) (photo by author, courtesy of PRALC. Ministerio de Cultura y Deportes de
Guatemala).
The painting under discussion is incomplete, but the preserved section represents two of
the same motifs side by side. Each one consists of two vertical and parallel lines with a large Xshape in the middle, painted in resist-style. The X-shape appears in cream, as reserved space left
by filled in areas of solid red (Fig. 6.2). Because only a small section of the doorjamb and its
painting are preserved, it is practically impossible to know with certainty what it represented.
Nonetheless, it bears resemblance to other known Late Preclassic iconography. One such
comparison is with representations of scaffolds. For example, the one painted on the West
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Figure 6.3. Section of the west wall murals painted in San Bartolo’s Pinturas Sub-1A building
(0-100 B.C.E.) (left). This section of the scene represents an individual, cradling a bundle, about
to be crowned with a royal mask. Note the diadem jewel on the crown mask (Rendering by H.
Hurst, Proyecto San Bartolo, after Saturno 2009:Fig. 14). Olmec-style celt incised with
representation of a scaffold and a masked individual on top (right) (after Reilly 2005:Fig. 5).
Wall of Pinturas Sub-1A at San Bartolo (Fig. 6.3) (Saturno 2009:Fig. 14; Taube, et al. 2010).
Reilly (Reilly 2005:34) argued that Late Preclassic Maya scaffolding was ancestral to Olmec
traditions and accession ceremonies. An Olmec-style incised celt (Fig. 6.3) represents a scaffold
with a figure seated on top of it. The scaffold on the celt is represented by two poles and crossed
lines in between (in the form on an X), very similar to the partial representation on the west
doorjamb of Structure 5C-01-sub 5 at El Achiotal. In the case of the latter, the representation is
doubled, like the double-crosses on the San Bartolo painted scaffold.
Another possibility is that it is an abstract representation of textile patterns or rope.
Monument 15 from San Lorenzo en Monument 9 from Laguna de los Cerros are carved with
motifs of twisted rope in cross-shapes, which have been identified with representations of
“wrapped altar-thrones” (Fig. 6.4) (Reilly 2006:15). Guernsey (2006b:34) also made the
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observation that the mat detail on Uaxactun Structure H-Sub 10 was evidence that the building
was symbolically “wrapped” with textile motifs (Fig. 6.5). The doorjamb painting is incomplete
and it may have extended further up and on the front wall, similar to the Uaxactun mat panels but
painted and wrapped around the doorjamb. While speculative, this interpretation is tempting
given the evidence for bundling discerned from the mural decorations on the subsequent
construction phase (described below). I also find that Structure 5C-01-sub 5 was similar
architecturally (form and location) to Structure H-Sub 10 at Uaxactun (Valdés 1991:Fig. 1).
On the back and southern side of the Structure 5C-01-sub 5 the decoration is much more
simple, as only a small section of the building was exposed by looters (Tn1) and no further
excavations were carried out there. In addition to the solid red paint on the platform wall, the
temple wall was decorated with a 0.05 m wide vertical band painted in red, about 0.30 m west of
the southwestern doorjamb (see Figs. 5.8 and 5.13). The plaster on the east side of the door is
not well preserved; however, very small areas of stucco have traces of red paint, although no
design is discernable.

Figure 6.4. Monument 15 from San Lorenzo (left) and Monument 9 from Laguna de los Cerros
(left). Bundled altar/throne representations carved in stone (after Reilly 2006:Figs. 11a and
12a).
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Figure 6.5. Uaxactun, Structure H-sub 10’s façade (modified from Freidel et al. 1993:Fig.
3:13).
6.4. Painted Decorations on Structure 5C-01-sub 4
Structure 5C-01-sub 4 was substantially decorated on its exterior walls and staircase.
Tunnel excavations surrounding the exterior of the temple superstructure walls revealed eight (8)
mural paintings, located on all four corners, the middle of the lateral and back walls, and
northeast doorjamb (Fig. 6.6). All the murals on Structure 5C-01-sub 4 are similar in
composition and style. They all have a central main panel, comprised of stacked elements,
which are framed by vertically positioned J-scroll-and-bracket motifs, also stacked. While the
central panel is unique to each mural, the framing devices appear on all of them. The building
was partially destroyed in antiquity when the architects and masons cut the walls of the temple
nearly down to the floor surface, leaving only the lower portions of the murals intact. The walls
were not cut evenly so there are different amounts of preserved painted surface on each mural
(see Fig. 5.35). Murals 1 through 4 along the east and north walls are the most preserved with as
much as 1.40 m of the lower section of Mural 1, while murals 5 through 8 only have 0.20 m or
less of painted surface (Fig. 6.6).
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I discovered more paint decoration on the main staircase, both on the steps directly and
on a mask modeled in stucco located on the steps. Modeled stucco decorations and their painting
will be discussed separately from the mural and surface paintings. Only murals 1, 2, and 4 will
be discussed in detail and used in the discussion, as the rest (murals 3, 5, 6, 7, and 8) are badly
preserved and too little of each survives, prohibiting a proper discussion about their iconography.

Figure 6.6. Plan map of Structure 5C-01-sub 4 showing the location of the eight murals and
Mask 1. Graphic scale does not apply to photographs (drawing and photographs by author,
courtesy of PRALC. Ministerio de Cultura y Deportes de Guatemala).
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The stylistic analysis of the murals at El Achiotal suggests the presence of a local code or
set of conventions. Their uniqueness could possibly be reflecting a local identity, autonomy, or
cultural affiliation within the political geography of the lowlands. On the other hand, the
iconographic analysis indicates the painters or scribes of El Achiotal maintained knowledge of a
broader and regionally widespread symbolic vocabulary, one that stretched as much in space as it
did in time. In her analysis of the Izapan style in the region of the Pacific Slopes, Guernsey
(2006a:71) notes that stylistic “idiosyncrasies sometimes occur between sites, which supports the
contention that stylistic variation may have been employed by artists at each site to promote
notions of self/site-identity or cultural affiliation.” I find parallels in the scholarship of the
Pacific Slopes and my research at El Achiotal, although recognizing that the former pertains to
sculpture, it has a much greater corpus to go by and has been researched for several decades.
Nonetheless, it has been treated often in comparison to both Olmec and Maya style and
iconography, as its location is considered in between these cultures, geographically and
temporally (Guernsey 2006a; Norman 1973, 1976; Quirarte 1976; Reilly 1991). Frontier sites do
raise questions about cultural affiliation, and art is one avenue by which some answers may be
found.

6.4.1. Mural 1
This was the first mural discovered at the site of El Achiotal and the one with the most
area of painted surface preserved and it was originally exposed by looters as they pierced
Structure 5C-01 from the east side with Tn1 (see section 5.3.3). Mural 1 was painted over the
mid-lateral east wall of Structure 5C-01-sub 4’s temple (see Fig. 6.6). I already stated that the
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stylistic conventions are unique, yet there are several iconographic elements that fall within the
known Late Preclassic artistic canons of the region, which I describe below.

Figure 6.7. El Achiotal Mural 1. Illustration on the right highlights the central composition of
stacked elements with different colors to help the reader identify the distinct elements. Note the
J-scroll-and-bracket elements vertically framing the stacked composition (drawing by author,
courtesy of PRALC. Ministerio de Cultura y Deportes de Guatemala).
The main iconographic composition in Mural 1 is the representation of stacked elements
(Freidel, et al. 1991), which are framed by scrolls and looped bars (vertical J-scroll-and-bracket)
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(Fig. 6.7). The upper section of the mural was destroyed when the wall was cut in antiquity and
modern-day looters caused some additional damage. Broadly, the surviving iconography of the
main program includes the representation of a head, more accurately a mask in profile and facing
south. Beneath the head/mask is a knot and bundle, three leaf-shaped elements hang from the
bundle and below them is a profile version of a J-scroll-and-bracket. All the elements, except for
brackets pertaining to the framing devices, have dots or circles of reserved areas of cream. If the
colors were reversed, these dots would be staining the motifs in red, reminiscent of splattered
liquid, perhaps blood.25
There is ample evidence that ancient Mesoamerican cultures associated bundles with
ancestors (Ayala 2010; Freidel and Guenter 2006; Guernsey and Reilly 2006; McAnany 1995,
2010; Olivier 2010; Reese-Taylor, et al. 2006). As a composition, the scene painted on Mural 1
at El Achiotal represents a bundle mask and more specifically an ancestor bundle mask,
conceptually similar to the contemporaneous fuschite mask in Tikal’s Burial 85 and the
iconographic representation of sacred bundles painted on the West Wall of the Pinturas Building
at San Bartolo (Coe 1965:21; Saturno, et al. 2005:8-9). The composition shares a certain affinity
with the scene incised on the tear-drop vessel believed to be from the area around Chalcatzingo
in the modern Mexican state of Morelos that dates to 1150-800 B.C.E. (Guthrie, et al. 1996:288289) (Fig. 6.8).
The section pertaining to the mask was badly damaged by looters but enough is preserved
to identify particular features that make it comparable to earlier and perhaps ancestral masks in
the Olmec as well as the contemporaneous Maya iconographic corpus. These features include
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Because this feature is characteristic of all eight murals, a separate discussion will follow the individual mural
descriptions.
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the overall style of the mask, the u-shape brow, the alveolar bar, and the trefoil diadem jewel on
the forehead. The alveolar bar or projected upper lip is most frequently seen on Olmec

Figure 6.8. a) Drawing of Tikal Burial 85’s fuschite mask (after Schele and Freidel 1990:Fig.
3:14); b) Ritual bundle with mask, West Wall in Pinturas Sub-1A at San Bartolo (drawing by H.
Hurst, after Saturno et al. 2005); c) Drawing and photograph of the bundle and mask
representation incised on the Chalcatzingo Vase (drawing by K. Reilly [2006:Fig. 4]; photo
after Guthrie et al. 1995: Fig. 1. Roll-out of cat. No. 198).
representations of the Maize God (Taube 1996) and other Middle Preclassic art from the
Mexican highlands (Grove 2006:Fig. 3 and 4), as well as certain examples of the Maya Maize
God of the Late Preclassic, such as on the North Wall of Pinturas Sub-1A at San Bartolo
(Saturno, et al. 2005:25) (Fig. 6.9). Because the section pertaining to the mouth of the mask is
eroded on Mural 1, it is now impossible to discern if the traditional buckteeth of the maize god
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were represented, or if this was one of many other profile head deities represented in Preclassic
Mesoamerican art.26 The curled nose on top of the upper lip is similar to examples from both
Olmec and Maya Maize God profile heads (Taube 1996:Figs. 3a, 5g, 18). It is not, however, a

Figure 6.9. Preclassic representations of the Maize God that share common features and
characteristics in Maya and Olmec styles. a) San Bartolo, North Wall of Pinturas Sub-1A; b)
Cival, Structure 1, Sub 1 [a and b drawings by H. Hurst, after (Taube, et al. 2010:Figs. 8A and
37E)]; c) Olmec Maize God on incised celt from La Venta (after Taube 1996:Fig. 3b); d) Incised
Maize God on jadeite pectoral [drawing by K. Taube (after Taube, et al. 2010:Fig. 37A)]; e)
Incised celt from Arroyo Pesquero (drawing by author based on photo in Reilly 1996:Fig. 23).
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While I am not suggesting that they are only Olmec, there seems to be a much larger corpus of these profile heads
in Middle Formative Olmec art. This suggests that conceptually they may have their origins in that ancestral
culture.
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feature exclusively depicted on the Maize God, as other deities and figures of the Late Preclassic
are also represented with such a nose, including the Principle Bird Deity (Guernsey 2006a:Fig.
5.18). The style of the nose and mouth appears frequently on Olmec carved and incised art,
specifically on figurines, human masks, and representations of deities and supernatural beings.
The nose is almost identical to the one carved on the mask depicted on Kaminaljuyu Stela 11
(Fig. A.6.1), where it appears on top of the upper lip, which in this case is shaped as a bird beak
(Fields and Reents-Budet 2005:cat. 6), and resembles the nose on sculpted stucco masks at El
Achiotal and elsewhere (see Figs. 6.27 and A.6.2).
The brow of the mask is decorated with a painted U-shape. U-shapes are common
elements in Late Preclassic Maya art and appear in various iconographic programs, although
used to mark different symbolic elements. They are common features of the skybands on Izapan
style monuments framed by double diagonal lines. In his study of the relationship between
Olmec, Izapan, and Maya art, Jacinto Quirarte (1976:76, 83) proposed that the U-element made
reference to the jaguar and that it could often be used in lieu of diagonal bands and jaguar fangs,
which often decorated the upper bands of stelae (Fig. 6.10). Quirarte (1976:84) goes on to
suggest that the upper bands of the Izapan style stelae are abbreviations of a feline-serpent motif
that serves to frame the narrative scenes. This abbreviation consists of the U-element and the
double opposed diagonal lines. The U-element also appears frequently inside the infixed
medallions that are part of the Principle Bird Deity’s costume, particularly close to the wings or
the tail (Guernsey 2006a:102). U-elements are abundant on the murals at San Bartolo, where
they appear inside yellow bands (usually parallel and diagonal) painted on a variety of objects
(e.g. on the large gourd from which the maize god emerges, on the trunks of the sacred trees, and
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many other objects), but only on the body of Individual 6 (North Wall) (Fig. 6.11) (Saturno, et al.
2005; Taube, et al. 2010).

Figure 6.10. Examples of the U-element represented in skybands on stelae and on the brow of
supernatural beings. a) Izapa, Stela 4; b) Izapa, Stela 2; Detail from a stuccoed bowl discovered
in Burial 1 of Mound B at Kaminaljuyu; d) Detail on Bilbao Monument 42 (after Quirarte
1976:Figs. 3a and b, 5a and e).
Perhaps the most comparable example is the frequent use of the U-element placed on the
brows of individuals and supernatural beings (see Fig. 6.10c-d). For instance, it shows up on
Kaminaljuyu Stela 11 (Fields and Reents-Budet 2005:cat. 6), where the individual (likely a ruler)
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is wearing a mask with a brow marked with a U-element and behind it is a double up-turning
volute similar to the scroll seen behind the eye on Mural 1 (Fig. A.6.1). The masks on the
bundles being carried by Individuals 13 and 14 on the North Wall of Pinturas at San Bartolo
have U-elements on their brows (Fig. 6.8). Similarly, large stucco masks from different sites
throughout the Maya Lowlands exhibit the U-element on the brows, earflares and other motifs,
for example the masks on the façade of Structure 1 at Cival (Estrada-Belli 2006:Fig. 8), the
masks on Structure 5C-2nd at Cerros (Freidel 1985, 2005) (Fig. A.6.2), the stucco masks on the
main pyramid at Acanceh (Hansen 2001:Pl. 81), and many more.

Figure 6.11. Other examples of the U-element on the birthing gourd and left leg of Individual 6
to the right, painted on the North Wall of Pinturas Sub-1A (after Saturno, et al. 2005:Fig. 9).
In reality, the U-element is ubiquitous throughout the Maya region during the Late
Preclassic Period, yet always in programs where it may be denoting sacredness or preciousness.
It is no coincidence that it frequently appears framed by diagonal lines, the symbol for things
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shiny, associated to jade celts and used to represent mirrors (Saturno, et al. 2005:31; Schele and
Miller 1983:3-22). More importantly, the U-element forms a distinctive part in the early forms
of ajaw or “lord” (Fields and Reents-Budet 2005:119-123; Mora-Marín 2009:9). A monochrome
ceramic fragment from the site of El Mirador, dated to 300-250 B.C.E., is incised with a lobed
shaped element, in which is an oval cartouche infixed with a squared U-element (Fields and
Reents-Budet 2005:cat. 24). Above the oval cartouche are two squares, very similar in
appearance to the double-merlon element in Olmec iconography. Two opposing scrolls stick out
from each side of the lobe. This is a well documented early glyph for ajaw appearing in multiple
early texts incised on figurines and celts (Fields and Reents-Budet 2005:cat. 89:A82; 92:A82;
94:A85). The same lobe motif with the U-element appears above the heads of the Maize God
and what has been identified as his consort, on Individual 9 and 12, respectively (Saturno, et al.
2005) on the North Wall, and hanging out of serpent mouths on the West Wall of the Pinturas
building at San Bartolo (Saturno, et al. 2005; Taube, et al. 2010). Mora-Marín (2009)
demonstrated that these are all elements that serve as iconic motivation for the early hieroglyph
for ajaw or ruler.
The U-element seems to form part of a distinctively Maya symbolic vocabulary. I failed
to find any comparable examples in the vast corpus of Olmec art. The only example that relates,
somewhat, is the U-bracket foliation or husk surrounding representations of maize ears and,
sometimes, profiles of the Maize God (Taube 1996:39; Fig. 33a, c). Perhaps there is some
resemblance with the use of the double-merlon in Olmec iconography, as this element appears
frequently on the brows of certain deities, but also in other programs and contexts. Its frequent
association with elements denoting the color green, such as feather bundles and the serpentine
mosaic masks at La Venta, led Taube (1995:89) to propose that the double-merlon motif
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actually represented “green,” or perhaps it also symbolized a passage to the supernatural world
(Guthrie, et al. 1996:289). Insofar as I can tell from the polychrome corpus of the Late
Preclassic, the U-element in Maya iconography is associated with the color yellow and forms
part of the iconic motivation for the ajaw glyph, so while not the same, the double-merlon and
the U-element may be symbolically similar.
On Mural 1, the mask’s eye is a slender line cupping the brow with the U-element (see
Fig. 6.7). Contrary to the large L-shaped, tear-shaped eyes, or eyes visibly open on other
representations of Late Preclassic faces or masks, the narrow shape of the Mural 1 eye suggests it
is closed, perhaps denoting death. For a comparison I return to the example of the tear-shaped
vessel from the area around Chalcatzingo (Guthrie, et al. 1996:cat. 198). The vessel is incised
with the representation of an open bundle containing a mask with a crescent eye (see Fig. 6.8),
whereas the fuschite mask from Tikal Burial 85 illustrates a bundle mask with open eyes.
Variability could depend on the context and what kind of symbolic meaning was being
conveyed. Open eyes on a bundle mask in a burial may be representing the living soul and
embodiment of the deceased ancestor within the context of the tomb, whereas the depiction of
ancestral bundles on portable and non-portable objects conveyed a different kind of message and
served a different function, such as making reference to death itself. The context of the tomb and
the actual human remains of the ancestor establish the concept of death, but the reference to
revered ancestors outside of a mortuary context would require specificity.
The trefoil jewel, while painted in Maya style, appears associated with masks in Olmec
art as well as in the iconographic corpus of the Preclassic Maya. The Middle Preclassic incised
jade celt from Rio Pesquero depicts an example of an Olmec style mask in profile wearing a
trefoil element as part of his headband (Fig. 6.9e) (Reilly 1996:Fig. 23). It is also worth noting
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how similar the mouth on the celt mask is with the one painted on Mural 1 at El Achiotal. The
bundles carried by Individuals 13 and 14 painted on the Pinturas Sub-1A North Wall at San
Bartolo wear trefoil jewels painted in the same style (Saturno, et al. 2005:38) (Fig. 6.12e), as
does the carved fuschite mask discovered in the Late Preclassic royal tomb, Burial 85, in the
North Acropolis at Tikal (Coe 1965:20-21) (Fig. 6.12d). Joralemon (1971) demonstrated the
connection between maize motifs and Olmec art, while Fields (1991) and Taube (1996) note that
the Maya trefoil jewel is related to the tripartite maize motif in Olmec iconography, which was
worn as part of a headband or crowning the head of the Maize God. Kent Reilly (2006:17-18)
makes a connection between bundles and the maize cult practiced by the Olmec to legitimize the

Figure 6.12. Examples of Late Preclassic trefoil jewel appearing as diadems on masks and
representations of kingly individuals. a) Detail from El Achiotal Mural 1; b) Detail of the
headband on a mask at Cerros; c) Detail of headband worn by individual incised on the
Dumbarton Oaks celt; d) Tikal Burial 85 fuschite mask (b-d after Schele and Freidel 1990:Fig.
3:14); e) Ritual bundle painted on the North Wall of Pinturas Sub-1A at San Bartolo (after
Saturno, et al. 2005:Fig. 30).
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ruler’s divinity. The trefoil jewel of the Maya, also known as the Jester God (Schele 1974),
bears directly on this cult, as through its association with the Olmec maize cult it symbolized
Maya royalty and authority (Fields 1991:167-168). As Fields (1989:19) recognized, the trefoil
symbol became a semantic equivalent of ajaw, the Maya title for ruler.
The knot beneath the mask on Mural 1 at El Achiotal is represented by curved or looped
bands in the center and extended, horizontal bands to each side, a standard Maya knot. In
Classic Period hieroglyphic writing, the knot element is listed as motif T60 in Thompson’s
Catalogue of Maya Hieroglyphs, which forms part of the grapheme T684 (Thompson 1962:46,
289), which represents a bundle, similar to those depicted iconographically in a variety of Classic
Period scenes (Ayala 2010:36-37). Schele and Miller (1983:63) noted the important role that
bundles play in accession scenes and dynastic rites. The depiction of the knot on Mural 1
strengthens the association of this artistic composition with bundling, an ancient Mesoamerican
practice that is exemplified in a variety of scenes, many of which date to the Late Preclassic
Period (Ayala 2010; Guernsey and Reilly 2006). The bundled mask concept is also found
throughout Preclassic Mesoamerica, represented on a variety of media, such as sculpture and
pottery, particularly associated with Olmec sites and contexts (Guthrie, et al. 1996), but also
found in the Maya area (Guernsey and Reilly 2006). For instance, Late Preclassic Stela 1 from
Nakbe depicts a ruler wearing a belt mask from which hang two sets of three shells held on by
knots (Fig. A.6.3) (Hansen and Guenter 2005:Fig. 2). Jumping forward in time, momentarily,
many Classic Period stelae continue that tradition of depicting individuals wearing such belt
compositions. Some examples portray these heads with knots (motif T60) directly below, from
where celts or effigy shells dangle (Schele and Miller 1983:Fig. 22). I notice a conceptual
similarity between the program on Mural 1 and these belt assemblages, which suggest that the
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cult of ancestral veneration is included in the personal attire of kings, who chose to symbolically
wear ancestor bundle masks as a representation of their power (Figs. 6.13 and A.6.3). Virginia
Fields (1989:14-15) made the identification of belt assemblages as being an important part of the
male dress of divine kings and classified them as the most ancient items of royal regalia in
Mesoamerica.

Figure 6.13. Examples of belt assemblages from the Late Preclassic, similar in composition with
the elements of a profile head/mask, a bundle and elements hanging from it, celts or J-scrolland-bracket. a) Detail from El Achiotal, Mural 1 (drawing by the author); b) detail of additional
belt on individual incised on the Leiden Plaque; c) detail of individual incised on Leiden Plaque
wearing belt assemblage (b and c modified after Schele and Miller 1986:Plate 33); d.
Kaminaljuyu, Sculpture 21 fragment [drawing by L. Henderson, (2013:Fig. 14A)].
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Based on archaeological and visual evidence, bundles contained magically empowered
objects, including masks (Guthrie, et al. 1996:287), and may have contained portable tokens of
value. Masks were also placed on top or in front of bundles, such as the examples from San
Bartolo illustrate visually (Fig. 6.12e). Archaeological evidence of this practice comes once
again from Tikal Burial 85 (Fig. 6.12d). The individual in Burial 85 was dismembered, the skull
and femur bones were removed and the remaining bones were placed in a bundle on top of which
the mask was likely sewn on (Coe 1965:21). A Classic Period example was discovered by
archaeologists at the site of Calakmul, Campeche, Mexico, where the individual in Tomb 4,
presumably ruler Yuknoom Yich’ak’ K’ahk’, was wrapped in a bundle with a mosaic mask
discovered next to it (Carrasco Vargas, et al. 1999:54). This mask may have been stitched on
and slid off the bundle once the textiles and the body decomposed. There is substantial evidence
of bundling the dead in the iconographic corpus of the Maya as well as in the archaeological
record (Hall 1986:92; McAnany 2010; Reese-Taylor, et al. 2006), and other Mesoamerican
cultures (Headrick 1999), indicative of the sacred role ancestors played among the descendants.
The kidney-shaped motif with three dots directly beneath the knot on Mural 1 is
remarkably similar to the looped elements directly associated with the knots of earflares, for
example on the masks on Structure 5C-2nd at Cerros, and usually referred to as the knot and disc
(Figs. 6.13 and 6.14) (Cortez 1986:30; Schele and Freidel 1990:112-113). The earflares on the
masks at Cerros are in fact bundles themselves and I find several iconographic affinities with the
composition on Mural 1, though stylistically different. At Cerros, all eight earflares are framed
at the top and bottom by knots with the looped element. On the bottom, the next element
consists of an inverted trilobate element (Fig. 6.14c and A.6.2). On Mural 1 at El Achiotal, three
leaf-shape elements dangle from the kidney-shaped motif, similar to the composition on belt
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Figure 6.14. Examples of Late Preclassic earflare assemblages. a) Individuals 11, P20 and P22
on the West Wall mural, Pinturas Sub-1A, San Bartolo; b) Individuals 10, 12, 13, and 14 on the
North Wall mural, Pinturas Sub-1A, San Bartolo; c) Cerros, Structure 5C-2nd; d) Kaminaljuyu,
Altar 10 (a-d after Taube et al. 2010:Fig. 38); e) unprovenienced jade mask, [Mexico] ~500
B.C.E. (Guthrie, et al. 1996:cat. 155).
assemblages (Fig. 6.13), and below them is a J-scroll and bracket. The three leaf-shaped
elements are conceptually similar to dangling celts depicted frequently in the Classic Period belt
assemblages. Several comparable examples of the J-scroll-and-bracket motif are painted on the
San Bartolo murals. For instance, the bundle worn by Individual 14 at his front waist is topped
by the same element (Saturno, et al. 2005:Fig. 5). Similar to the Cerros earflares, Individuals 12,
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13, and 14 on the North Wall of Pinturas at San Bartolo wear earflares strikingly similar in
composition (Fig. 6.14b).
The J-scroll-and-bracket was discussed by Jacinto Quirarte (1976:79-81), who identified
the motifs as “compound serpentine bifurcated tongues with possible feline references,” yet also
equated them to motifs on loincloths. In fact, the individual depicted on the Leiden Plaque wears
a belt with two heads, front and back, with three celts dangling from each (Fig. 6.13b and c).
Behind and just below the belt head of the front is a skeletal head in profile above a knot with
three leaf-shaped elements beneath it and an extended loincloth that ends with the J-scroll-andbracket (Schele and Miller 1986:Pl. 33b). This sequence appears also as part of the belt
composition of the individual on the right side of Stela 1 from Nakbe (Fig. A.6.3) (Hansen and
Guenter 2005:Fig. 2). From the belt mask hang two sets of knots with three dangling elements
each – probably shell effigies – ending close to the ground with a profile J-scroll-and-bracket,
like the one on Mural 1 at El Achiotal.
Julia Guernsey (2006b) made a compelling argument for the J-scroll-and-bracket motif
representing patterns of cloth in her discussion about bound monuments. As noted by Guernsey
(2006b:23), David Stuart (1996:157) made a conceptual equivalency between the wrapping of
monuments with that of the headband used to “wrap” the king into office. As Guernsey and
Stuart attest, the act of bundling monuments is well represented in the iconographic and
epigraphic records of the Preclassic and Classic Periods, respectively. Using the example of the
motif that decorates the Late Preclassic Structure G-103 sub-2 at Rio Azul (Valdez, et al. 2001),
the elements that flank the headband of the masks at Cerros and the mat patterns on structures
5D-Sub-10 1st at Tikal and H-Sub-10 at Uaxactun (Fig. A.6.4), Guernsey (2006b:33-34)
extrapolates the idea of binding to architecture:
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“…it appears that the textile bands that bound Late Formative rulers, stelae, altars,
and ritual paraphernalia into a sacred covenant of power also extended to the
domain of architecture.”
Instead of the full form J-scroll-and-bracket seen at the ends of loincloths or decorating the upper
bands of Izapan style stelae, or even as the decoration on Structure G-103 sub-2 at Rio Azul, the
lowermost element in the stacked composition of Mural 1 at El Achiotal only consists of one Jshaped element with the bracket. In this way, it resembles more the motifs at the tops of
earflares and like the mask in the composition, it is represented in profile (Freidel 1985).
Contrary to the partial depiction of the motif, the full representation of the J-scroll-andbracket appears framing the entire composition of Mural 1 (and all other murals on Structure 5C01-sub 4), with the variation that they are in a vertical position. By turning the murals sideways,
either clockwise or counterclockwise, one can appreciate much better the full motif (Fig. 6.15).
If Guernsey’s identification of this motif as cloth is correct, then they are not only bundling the
stacked elements in the center, the entire set of paintings are “bundling” the building as well.
Looking at the entire composition as a bundle, Mural 1 at El Achiotal is strikingly similar to the
earlier incised vessel found in the area around Chalcatzingo, in the Mexican state of Morelos,
dated to 1150-800 B.C.E. (Fig. 6.8c) (Guthrie, et al. 1996:288). In this particular case, it is an
open bundle characterized by a box-shaped feature with three knots (see Reilly 2006:5-7). In the
center is a cleft profile mask with a quarter-moon shaped eye indicating it is a representation of a
severed head. Behind the head there is a knot identifying it is a bundle mask. The entire
composition bears a close resemblance to the mask painted on El Achiotal Mural 1, which based
on the evidence above can also be considered an open bundle scene. While dated to the Late
Preclassic Period and located in the Maya region, the evidence indicates that the artists at El
Achiotal were fluent in a symbolic ritual vocabulary that dates back to the Early Preclassic
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Figure 6.15. (a-c) El Achiotal, Murals 1, 2, and 4 turned on their sides to show the J-scroll-andbracket motif framing the central composition (drawings by author, courtesy of PRALC.
Ministerio de Cultura y Deportes de Guatemala); d) Rio Azul, Structure G-103 sub-2, example of
the same motif decorating architecture (after Adams 1999:Fig. 3-6).
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(1500 – 900 B.C.E.) in the Olmec region, and which transcended into the Classic Period, as the
belt assemblages indicate. This is a good example of how ideological concepts last over
centuries and move across the landscape, but change in their expression and likely their function
over time.

6.4.2. Mural 2
Mural 2 was encountered during the excavation of Tn4 and decorates the northeast corner
of Structure 5C-01-sub 4 (Acuña 2011:51-58) (Fig. 6.16). Because it is painted on the corner,
half the mural is on the east wall while the other half is on the north wall. From no angle would
this mural have been appreciated in full and with a clear perspective, making reading the
iconography quite difficult. Unfortunately, less painted surface is preserved of Mural 2 than on
Mural 1, with only 0.60 cm from the floor up to where the wall was cut in antiquity (Fig. 5.35).
On this part of the structure, the cut wall coincides roughly with floor Beleb. Contrary to Mural
1, which had been exposed within the looter’s tunnel and affected by wind, light, bats, and
changes in temperature, Mural 2 remained covered and protected since its burial in antiquity.
Mural 2 was painted in the same style as Mural 1 (and all other murals on this building), but
during excavation it became clear that the color red was much darker and deeper as a result of
having remained covered (Fig. A.6.5). The compact fill layer that was up against it contained
large quantities of lime and had apparently been deposited while still humid or wet, causing
lumps of hardened lime to stick to the surface of the mural. This made excavation and cleaning
it quite difficult, as it required careful attention not to chip or flake the paint off when removing
the fill.
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Once exposed, I used wet cotton swabs to remove dust and as much of the lime clumps
adhered to the surface as possible.27 The wet swabs helped dissolve much of the lime that had
stuck to the wall, but it was impossible to completely remove. This process also helped record as
much detail of the mural as possible, as it momentarily brightened the color red and made the
contrast with the cream background much sharper.
Because the mural was painted on a corner, it was not until I completed a full drawing
that the program came into perspective (Fig. 6.16). It became clear that the central program was
quite different from that of Mural 1, but like the first, the main composition was framed by
vertically positioned J-scroll-and-bracket motifs (Fig. 6.15b). As I explained above, these motifs
have been identified as representations of textile patterns in Preclassic iconography (Guernsey
2006b; Quirarte 1976), and which I have interpreted here as defining the compositions as open
bundles. In the case of Mural 2, the central and main scene proved to be quite difficult to
interpret at fist glance and it took some getting used to the bold red negative resist style to
discern the individual iconographic elements.
Once I separated the elements from each other, they became easier to visualize and
identify. Framed within two opposing and vertically positioned J-scroll-and-bracket motifs is the
main composition for Mural 2, also composed of stacked elements. At the base of the mural and
in the center was painted a profile polymorph (Fig. 6.16, in green), flanked by two amorphous
sections filled in with solid red that contain three and two reserved circles, respectively,
containing X- and T-shaped motifs. The two elements at the basal corners of the central
composition appear to be filling in the space between the profile polymorph and the framing
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This process was done in consultation with specialist in conservation, Anabella Coronado, who has ample
experience in ancient Maya art and architecture.
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Figure 6.16. El Achiotal, Mural 2. Image to the reader’s right highlights in color the two main
elements in the central composition, here identified as stacked profile polymorphs (drawing by
author, courtesy of PRALC. Ministerio de Cultura y Deportes de Guatemala).
devices, to complete the geometric appearance and style of the mural. The next set of elements
positioned above the three at the base, consist of two scrolls that curl in opposite directions. The
one to the viewer’s left, painted on the east wall of Structure 5C-01-sub 4, is a vertical scroll;
while the one to the right and mostly painted on the north wall is larger and horizontal. The
latter also contains a reserved circle containing an X-shaped element. The third and final motif
that can only be partially seen on the mural appears to be a profile polymorph as well (Fig. 6.16,
in red). What remains recognizable is the scroll pertaining to the back of the head, almost
identical to the one below, a U-element and an inverted U-element. These motifs suggest it is
another profile polymorph with slightly different features from the one at the base.
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As with Mural 1, the principle of stacking is once again used (Freidel, et al. 1991). The
profile polymorph28 at the base is compositionally similar to the ones identified by Freidel
(1985:Figs. 4 and 6; Schele and Miller 1986:Pl. 32a) as part of the earflare assemblages on the
masks of Structure 5C-2nd at Cerros (Fig. 6.17b). At Cerros, the profile polymorphs served to
qualify the earflares with symbolism of power, life, and breath (Freidel and Schele 1988a:552;
Taube 2005:34). Although represented in a much more abstract style, the profile motif on Mural
2 is very similar to Late Preclassic serpentine profile heads, including the serpent head painted
on the North Wall of Pinturas at San Bartolo (Saturno, et al. 2005:Fig. 5). In the case of the
example from San Bartolo, the serpent head is very stylized and is represented with quite a bit of
line and color detail. If one is to fill in the areas with a solid color, the serpent head from San
Bartolo becomes very similar in shape to the example on Mural 2(Fig. 6.17c). This motif is also
found in the iconographic corpus of the Maya Highlands and Pacific Coast, the so-called “sky
serpent” that may have its ancestral origins in the Olmec iconographic corpus (Fig. 6.17d-g)
(Taube 1995:92). Profile serpent heads are commonly depicted in Classic Period Maya
iconography as well and are frequently associated with symbolism of supernatural essence,
breath, soul, and jade (Taube 2005:Fig. 26; Taube, et al. 2010), all qualities appropriated by
rulers to legitimize their divine power.
The scrolls depicted just above the profile polymorph on Mural 2 are likely part of the
serpentine head composition, but are positioned in such a way that they simultaneously serve to
fill in the space separating the two profile polymorphs. Above the scrolls are elements that are
similar to the profile polymorph below, particularly the scroll at the back of the head, but that
also depict certain differences, such as the presence of what appear to be teeth. The inverted U	
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In his study on the Olmec Dragon, Peter David Joralemon (1976:37) used the term “polymorphic being” to refer
to the representation of a creature embodied in at least three different animals.
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Figure 6.17. Examples of Late Preclassic profile polymors. a) Detail from El Achiotal, Mural 2;
b) detail of lower West mask at Cerros, Structure 5C-2nd (modified from Freidel and Schele
1988a:Fig. 2); c) Head of the “plumed serpent” painted on the North Wall of Pinturas Sub-1A at
San Bartolo (modified from Saturno et al. 2005:Fig. 12); d) detail from Kaminaljuyu, Stela 11
(after Quirarte 1977:Fig. 10.2e); e) detail from Bilbao, Monument 42 (after Quirarte 1977:Fig.
10.2f); f) serpent head of unknown provenience (after Taube 1995:Fig. 12e); g) profile
polymorph, or sky serpent (after Taube 1995:Fig. 12d).
element is comparable to the teeth elements on the serpent head on the North Wall mural at San
Bartolo (Fig. 6.17c) (Saturno, et al. 2005). It is also comparable to other teeth elements from
Late Preclassic iconography, such as on the lower panel masks of Structure 5C-2nd at Cerros
(both the central figure as well as the profile polymorphs attached to the earspools) and Mask 1
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on Structure 5C-01-sub 4 at El Achiotal (Acuña 2011:Fig. 3.25; Schele and Freidel 1990:Fig.
3:12).
The kind of stacking of elements seen in Mural 2 might be anticipating representations of
Early Classic stacked jewels, such as those painted on the north and south walls of Tomb 1 at
Rio Azul, which is also painted with profile serpent-like heads (Adams 1999:Pl. 2). Such profile
heads in stacked jewel compositions or as part of headdress and loincloth compositions also
appear in Classic Period sculpture and painted pottery, commonly in scenes involving the Maize
God (e.g. Chinchilla 2011:Fig. 12; Finamore and Houston 2010:Pl. 60 and 61). The profile
heads are reminiscent as well to what Schele and Miller (1986:43-44) called “personification
heads” or objects indicative of accrued sacred power and potency. Profile polymorphs also
appear painted on Early Classic polychrome bowls (Smith 1955:Fig. 27 b:21 and b:22),
confirming their widespread use and continuity in ancient Maya ideology.
Serpentine profile heads, or profile polymorphs appear at the ends of sky bands on Late
Preclassic carved monuments from Izapa, for instance Stela 23 (Guernsey 2006a:Fig. 4.4C) (see
also Fig. 6.17f). Other Preclassic scenes are framed by double-headed serpent motifs in the
upper register, sometimes as part of a sky band (e.g. San Bartolo) or simply with the snake body
(e.g. Kaminaljuyu Stela 19) (Guernsey 2006a:Fig. 3.15; Saturno 2009:120). The double-headed
serpent is often depicted hanging out of the Principle Bird Deity beak, as illustrated on the
murals at San Bartolo and on an Early Classic incised bowl (Guernsey 2006a:Fig. 5.12). Just as
serpent heads serve to frame the upper and celestial realm, they do so for aquatic and terrestrial
scenes as well (e.g. San Bartolo). The wide array of representations of profile serpentine heads
demonstrates the various qualities of the mythic being, which combine concepts about the
celestial and terrestrial realms.
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Architecturally, stacking is frequently found decorating Late Classic buildings, such as
the depiction of witz heads at the corners or on facades. Stacking of profile heads and earspool
assemblages also appear in certain headdress compositions of Classic Period iconography, which
Taube (1998:466) suggested represented the king as animated versions of temple and censer
iconography. Earlier, however, Freidel et al. (1991) made the case for the principle of stacking
as a representation of the quality of transformation of beings and materials, using as example
effigy censors in which things were burned. Further, Freidel et al. (1991:178) date the principle
of stacking back to the Late Preclassic and found a direct correspondence between the practice of
stacking objects in a ritual offering and stacking decoration on architecture.
The lower corners of the central composition on Mural 2, flanking the first profile
polymorph are amorphous elements filling in the space to balance the program and style. Like
the rest of the mural and other murals on Structure 5C-01-sub 4, these sections of color have
reserved circles or dots; however, unlike the rest, the circles in these two elements are filled in
with X-shapes and T-shapes. The three at the base of the wall are T-shaped, while the three
above are X-shaped. One of the X-shapes is actually painted in one of the circles on the scroll
directly between the profile polymorphs. It is difficult to find parallels for these seemingly
simple elements. A motif similar to the X-shape appears incised on a Middle Preclassic vessel
from Nakbe, which Hansen (2001:Fig. 68) interpreted as an early representation of the symbol
for pop or mat. Regardless of its original meaning, these symbols are likely associated with
textiles and representations of things tied or woven. This claim requires further proof, but the
interpretation fits well with the general notion of bundling associated with Structure 5C-01-sub 4
and well represented on Mural 1. I posit the profile polymorphs are symbolic depictions of
bundled jewels, stacked and bundled together by the vertically positioned J-scroll-and-bracket
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motifs framing the central program. In this sense, they might be symbolizing the bundling of
wealth, a key element in the growing political economy of the southern Maya Lowlands and
indicative of the site’s function as way station on an important interregional network.

6.4.3. Mural 4
Mural 4 is located on the northwestern corner of Structure 5C-01-sub 4’s temple. It was
exposed during the excavation of Tn5 (see section 5.4.1.2 and Fig. 6.18). Compared to Murals 1
and 2 even less painted surface is preserved on Mural 4, making the identification of the symbols
more difficult and interpretations very limited (Fig. A.6.5). As with the previously described
murals, Mural 4 is framed by vertically positioned J-scroll-and-bracket motifs, of which only the
lower scrolls and brackets are preserved (Fig. 6.15). In the center and lower register of the
program are three volutes or scrolls positioned as a triangle: two side by side with one on the top.
The rest of the program above these volutes is badly eroded or missing, and only a section of an
L-shaped scroll can be identified. The elements around it are incomplete and I will not make any
attempts to describe them.
Volutes are common elements in the symbolic vocabulary of the Preclassic Period
throughout Mesoamerica. With variations in style, colors used, and context, volutes and scrolls
represent a variety of things, though thematically and conceptually connected. Jacinto Quirarte
(1976:81) first identified symmetrical pairs of volutes as “naturalistic” representations of
bifurcated serpent tongues. Later interpretations suggest scrolls symbolize breath, wind, aroma,
mist, fire, blood, and smoke in ancient Mesoamerican iconography (Houston and Taube
2000:270; Saturno, et al. 2005:7; Taube 2001:108-109; 2005:32). Representations of scrolls as
breath and wind go as far back as the Middle Preclassic Olmec style iconography, for example
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Figure 6.18. El Achiotal, Mural 4, painted on the NW corner of Structure 5C-01-sub 4 (drawing
by author, courtesy of PRALC. Ministerio de Cultura y Deportes de Guatemala).
Chalcatzingo Monument 1 (Fig. A.6.6) (Grove 1986:486; Taube 2001:106-107). On the murals
of the Pinturas building at San Bartolo, volutes of breath and wind appear as serpent exhalations,
or associated with the bundles carried by Individuals 13 and 14 (Saturno, et al. 2005:7-8; Fig. 5).
On the West Wall of that same building chamber, volutes are more frequent and appear in
association with flowers as emanating scent or aroma, watery scenes, and other figures (Taube,
et al. 2010:Fig. 7). Volutes also emerge from the dead bodies of the sacrificed animals painted
on the West Wall, but they are slightly different in form and style, and they incorporate one
black scroll (Op. cit.). David Freidel (1985:7, 19) noted that colors had symbolic value,
conveyed meaning, and their specific use denoted the “state” of a substance, including blood,
smoke, water and fire. The Late Preclassic murals on Structure 5D-Sub.10-1st at Tikal, illustrate
standing individuals framed by symmetrically paired volutes (Fig. 6.19a) (Coe 1965:18-19).
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Figure 6.19. Late Preclassic Period examples of exterior mural paintings on corners of
buildings framing individuals with scrolls or volutes. a) Tikal, Structure 5D-Sub.10-1st, not at
scale (after Coe 1965:18); b) San Bartolo, Pinturas Sub-1B (after Hurst 2005:Figs. 7 and 8).
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Here, the volutes are all painted red and are further decorated with liquid markings consisting of
dots following the interior edge of each scroll (Freidel 1985:19), in addition to stacks of dots that
diminish in size in between paired volutes.29 Stylistically similar to the paintings at Tikal,
Structure H-sub 10 at Uaxactun also has individuals painted on the corners and
doorjambs (Fig. 6.5) (Freidel, et al. 1993:Fig. 3:13). Contrary to Tikal, however, the scrolls at
Uaxactun do not appear to be marked with liquid dots, and consist only of symmetrically paired
volutes framing the standing individuals. The exterior mural program of Structure Sub-1B at
San Bartolo include the painting of an individual surrounded by volutes painted in red, as well as
vertical frames of symmetrically paired volutes at the exterior corners of the building, which are
decorated with liquid makings (Fig. 6.19b) (Hurst 2005:Fig. 7 and 8; 2009:44). In contrast to the
examples from Tikal, Uaxactun, and San Bartolo, the volutes in Mural 4 are part of the main
composition, making the identification of their meaning and symbolism quite difficult with the
limited evidence at hand.
Due to destruction in antiquity and poor preservation of the upper register of Mural 4, it
is impossible to identify from what or where the scrolls are emanating. In most other
representations, scrolls are illustrated as rising or on a horizontal plane when emerging from
caves, faces, or framing standing individuals. There are examples, however, of scrolls in a
downward position coming out from profile serpent heads. Usually the paired symmetrical
scrolls are closest to the mouth of the serpent, with a longer scroll extending further out. In the
case of Mural 4, the single scroll is positioned above the two symmetrical ones. I argue that this
is the result of the composition and style of the murals at El Achiotal, perhaps as a result of the
location of the painting on the wall and the intentional use of space. Even without knowing the
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Linda Schele made the observation that dots organized in a line and in descending size represented water (in
Freidel 1985:19). David Freidel (1985:19) further argued that use of the dotted scroll could be for both water and
blood, as a conflationary association.
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full representation of Mural 4, the comparative analysis of scrolls in general indicate the
presence of volutes is interesting in that they denote force, life, and spiritual sacredness, in such a
way that they enliven the building. At the same time, the volutes, which are painted red, may be
a representation of blood sacrifice and ancestry, a theme commensurate with the rest of the
building’s symbolism. Monument 3 from San José Mogote has three scrolls on the chest in a
similar compositional format as the three scrolls on Mural 4, that was interpreted as a
representation of sacrifice and heart removal (Marcus and Flannery 1996:129). Following the
programs on Murals 1 and 2, the elements in Mural 4 are also associated with concepts of
kingship and ancestral veneration in Preclassic Mesoamerica, as the comparative examples from
Tikal, Uaxactun and San Bartolo demonstrate.

6.4.4. Discussion of Murals 1, 2, and 4
Following the description of the three better-preserved murals on Structure 5C-01-sub 4,
I find it pertinent to discuss overarching themes and patterns. First of all, it is worth mentioning
that except for Mural 8, located on the southern and back wall of the building, all murals share a
common architectural feature. That is, they are all divided vertically by construction angles
because of their location on corners, inset corners, or doorjambs. Contemporaneous sites in the
Maya Lowlands with exterior mural programs share this characteristic, for example Structure H10 at Uaxactun (Fig. 6.5), Structure 5D-Sub.10-1st at Tikal, and Pinturas Sub-1B at San Bartolo
(Figs. 6.19) (Coe 1965:18; Hurst 2005:Fig. 7; Laporte and Valdés 1993:Fig. 61). In addition to
the resist-style painting, an obvious theme throughout all eight murals is the use of
monochromatic red. Along with black and white/cream, red is among the three earliest colors
that are prominent and persist through time from the Preclassic through the Postclassic Periods
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(Houston, et al. 2009:71). In the Late Preclassic Period, however, polychromatic paint is
popularized and artists used red, black, pink, yellow, green, and cream (Freidel 1985:13;
Houston, et al. 2009:71-76), yet the murals at El Achiotal were executed in red with reserved
areas of cream. The intentionality and purpose of the color red is evident and is not the result of
not knowing how to prepare other colors. Mask 1 was painted in red, pink, yellow, cream, and
black, clearly demonstrating the existence of a polychromatic palette at El Achiotal. Houston et
al. (2009:52, 71) indicate that there is no simplistic equation between color and symbolic
meaning, yet the color red is frequently associated with directional east, the rising sun, blood,
sacrifice, “great” and the essence of breath (Freidel 1985:17; Schele 1985:37). Although the
actual motifs were painted in red, the cream surface of the wall was incorporated into the
program by leaving reserved areas. The style and monochromatic nature of the murals was
clearly intentional and added meaning to the iconographic content.
Dotting the solid red elements on all the murals are reserved cream circles. Dots in Maya
iconography were identified as representations of liquid many decades ago and studies since then
have furthered their identification beyond water to include blood (Freidel 1985; Stuart 1988).
This pattern of repetitive liquid markings on the murals at El Achiotal is likely alluding to the
symbolic nature of the color red as representative of blood, sacrifice, and lineage (Freidel
1985:17; Houston, et al. 2009:52; Schele 1985:37; Stuart 1988:199). This interpretation works
thematically with related symbolism of kingship and ancestral veneration/ancestry through
representations of bundles, bundle masks, and trefoil jewels as primary compositions of the
murals.
Another characteristic that pervades in all the murals is the principle of stacking.
Discussed and published out on by Freidel et al. (1991:177), the principle of stacking is as much

289

one of qualification as of transformation. As these authors explain, “stacking qualifies the
meaning of objects placed one on top of the other,” but it also relates to the transformation of
beings and materials, much in the same way as objects placed in censors go from un-burnt to
burnt states (Freidel, et al. 1991:175, 183). The organization of objects in a vertical syntax
relates directly to ancient Mesoamerican cosmological notions of the division of the universe.
Particularly, with the existence of an axis mundi which served as the conduit between worlds.
Mortuary contexts of the Classic Period, for instance, often reflect this vertical axis, albeit on a
horizontal plane, in the arrangements of offerings and objects in relation to each other and the
individual interred, who would travel through the conduit as an ancestor (Acuña, et al. 2010).
Other Classic Period examples of stacking include architectural contexts where stacked witz
heads adorn the corners of buildings (Andrews 2000; Fash 2005:117), and served to identify
them symbolically as a mountain and by extension the axis mundi. In this sense, Mural 2 at El
Achiotal, painted on the northeast corner of Structure 5C-01-sub 4, depicts stacked profile
polymorphs, complicated creatures that take on attributes of various animals, including snakes,
and qualities. Snakes are associated with cords, binding cords and umbilicus cords (Looper and
Guernsey 2001; Miller 1974). The paintings in Pinturas building Sub-1A at San Bartolo
illustrate snakes hanging as twisted cords out of the beak of the Principle Bird Deity and at each
end of their body there is a profile polymorph, a practice that continued into the Classic Period
(Looper and Guernsey 2001:4). From Flower Mountain, on the North Wall of Pinturas Sub-1A
at San Bartolo emerges a plumed serpent that serves as the surface on which the mythic scenes
with the Maize God take place. This snake ends in the profile head that in form is reminiscent to
the profile polymorph on the lower register of Mural 2 at El Achiotal. Profile polymorphs are
also associated with the breath of earspools and therefore are representations of jade and by
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extension rulership (Taube 2005:34). The iconographic evidence briefly described above
indicates there is a connection between profile serpentine heads and representations of the myth
of creation, which relates directly to mountains, the axis mundi, conduits and the transformation
of beings, including that of kings through the cycles of death and resurrection.
The ancient Maya often conflated symbolic meanings in their iconographic programs,
creating scenes with multiple readings. Based on contextual evidence for profile polymorphs in
other iconographic programs, stacking profile polymorphs, reminiscent of snakes, may be
conveying meaning about creation through the association of snakes, power, life, transformation,
and ultimately kingship. Similar symbolic content is found in murals 1 and 4. Stacking is
present in the iconographic program of all three murals discussed here, and likely of all 8 painted
on Structure 5C-01-sub 4. As discussed above, Mural 1 represents a bundle mask. It contains
iconographic elements symbolizing kingship, cloth, and bundles. These elements are stacked
and are strikingly similar to later representations of belt assemblages worn by rulers in the
Classic Period. There are many examples of similar sequences of motifs on loincloths and based
on the evidence for ancestor bundles and masks on Mural 1, one can safely suggest that rulers
were portrayed wearing ancestral bundles symbolically represented in their royal regalia (Fields
1989:15). Like Mural 2, there are many symbolic messages being expressed in Mural 1, from
statements of kingship (trefoil jewel) to ancestral veneration (mask and bundle). Further, Mural
1 demonstrates multiplicity in meaning through its representation of at least two bundles: the
ancestral bundle depicted in the main central program and the entire composition as a bundle,
represented by the vertically positioned J-scroll-and-bracket motifs that frame it. In this
framework, all murals are representing bundles. Taking the scale one step further, the location of
the murals may also symbolically represent the temple as a bundle.
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6.5. Modeled Stucco Decoration on Structure 5C-01-sub 4
Modeled stucco decoration on Structure 5C-01-sub 4 is limited to a single mask located
on the centerline of the staircase. Constructed and modeled on top of steps 7-9 (from bottom-up)
(see Fig. 5.35), Mask 1 is unusually small compared to other contemporaneous masks decorating
the facades of buildings in the Late Preclassic Period (Brown and Garber 2005; Estrada-Belli
2006; Freidel 2005; Hansen 1992; Laporte and Valdés 1993; Valdés 1991). It measures 1.20 m
wide by 0.70 m high (Fig. 6.20). Height is approximated, as the upper section of the mask was
not completely uncovered during excavation given the fragility of the stucco and the probability
of causing too much damage upon the removal of the fill above it. The mask was buried by
heavy and dense fill that contained large rocks, some of which damaged the nose and other parts
of the mask. The random placement of the rocks indicates that little attention went into burying
this important feature. Time and pressure from the fill caused the stucco to crack and chip in
areas; however, in spite of the damage caused by fill, Mask 1 is actually in remarkable state of
preservation.
The basal platform sustaining the temple of Structure 5C-01-sub 4 evidently had masks
flanking the staircase, of which only a partly destroyed armature remains on the west side (see
Figs. 5.45 and A.6.7). Nothing was recovered from the façade of the platform, as it had been
stripped away from all surface-covering plaster (see section 5.4.1.9). Architectural symmetry
indicates that the east side of the staircase would have a mask as well, but excavations in Tn9
revealed that the east side was equally damaged as the west.
Like the murals, Mask 1 represents a conflation of symbolism and meaning. While most
of its elements are found in the iconographic corpus of the Late Preclassic Period at other sites,
the composition and unique headband on Mask 1 at El Achiotal make it exceptional. It was
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Figure 6.20. El Achiotal, Mask 1. a) general front view photo; b) close-up photo of viewer’s left
side; c) front view line drawing by author. Photos not at scale (photos by author, courtesy of
PRALC. Ministerio de Cultura y Deportes de Guatemala).
modeled in stucco and painted with red, cream, yellow, pink, and black to highlight forms and
represent particular characteristics. Most of the surface is painted red and the artist used pink
and cream to separate and identify features on the mask. Black was used to delineate
characteristics of the mouth, eyes and headband decoration; while yellow was exclusively used
on the headband (Fig. 6.20b). The front and upper surfaces of the nose were painted in darker
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red. The polychromatic palette used on Mask 1 stands in contrast to the monochrome murals
painted on the exterior temple walls. Broadly, the mask represents the face of a zoomorphic
being characterized by a headband, a down-hooked nose, tear-shaped or squinted eyes, double
incurved scroll mouth with molar, exterior mouth scrolls, and scrolled earflares decorated with
angled U-elements.
Mask 1’s headband wraps around just above the eyes and, unfortunately, I was unable to
expose it completely due to the nature of the fill layer and instability of the painted stucco. The
headband was painted with a yellow background and decorated with six “droplets” painted in
black. These elements are composed of three globular shapes that diminish in size from top to
bottom, ending in a narrow cone-shape. Visible brush strokes indicate these were painted in a
circular manner. No other known mask from the Maya Lowlands has these motifs or this kind of
headband. Within the Late Preclassic corpus a similar element appears on the forehead of the
individual seated to the left of the Maize God inside the quatrefoil turtle painted on the West
Wall of Pinturas Sub-1A at San Bartolo, who has three black dots that diminish in size from top
to bottom (Saturno 2009:Fig. 10). It is difficult to know whether it is a representation of the
same element and the fact that there is only one, rather than six, and other features of the
individual’s head at San Bartolo are so different that I would argue they are not the same.
Although their form is reminiscent of scrolls representing smoke or breath-essence, as
exemplified multiple times on the San Bartolo murals, on the El Achiotal mask they are not
rising but falling, an unnatural direction for smoke.
Support for the identification of the “droplets” on the headband as symbolic
representations of a kind of substance or liquid marking also comes from the painted murals at
San Bartolo. On the West Wall of Pinturas Sub-1A, black scrolls decorated with black dots
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diminishing in size are painted directly beneath the skyband (Fig. 6.21). Saturno (2009:120, Fig.
125) interprets these scrolls as dark clouds. Painted in red these motifs are also hanging from the
mouth of the cleft serpent head at the end of the same skyband. In fact, this motif appears quite
frequently on the murals at San Bartolo, associated with scrolls in both black and red. When
making reference to the 3 IK date painted under the Principal Bird Deity that descends from the
cleft skyband, Saturno (Op. Cit.) observes its “dripping” quality, based on the presence of the
diminishing dots. The mythic sea on the West Wall is also qualified with dots diminishing in
size painted in black (Saturno 2009:Fig. 10), confirming its association with liquids. The masks
on Structure 5C-2nd at Cerros30 also have dots diminishing in size painted in red and black
decorating the modeled stucco, usually surrounding scrolls but also on the eye of the profile

Figure 6.21. San Bartolo, detail of the west wall of Las Pinturas, Structure Sub-1A. Note the
use of dots diminishing in size to qualify scrolls that denote some sort of substance, like aroma,
breath-essence, clouds/moisture, and from the serpent’s mouth (sky band) [rendering by H.
Hurst, after (Taube, et al. 2010)].
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My observations of the Cerros painted motifs were done using original high-resolution photographs, courtesy of
David Freidel.
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polymorphs and on the earflare knots, further supporting the interpretation of their association
with liquids and other substances. Their presence on the bundle knots and scrolls in the earflare
composition at Cerros is interesting and suggests their usage and meaning was very complex and
polyvalent.
Taking a leap forward in time, Taube (2009:101, Fig. 112a) discussed the image on the
Late Classic Period Altar 4 from El Cayo as the representation of a brazier supporting fire wood
and possibly a cut heart with a knife penetrating it (Fig. 6.22). The brazier is carved to represent

Figure 6.22. El Cayo, Altar 4. Note the droplets descending from the rim of the brazier or effigy
censer (after Taube 2009:Fig. 12).
a deity head in profile with triangular spikes emerging from the back. Along the forehead of the
deity and just below the rim of the brazier are three motifs that are strikingly similar to the
headband elements on Mask 1. They consist of three sets of triple stacked circles that diminish
in size from top to bottom and I would argue they would wrap around to the other side. Because
the image is carved in stone there is no color associated with the motifs. However, fine-line
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incisions fill the circles with a cross-hatching pattern providing a darkened, almost black
appearance to them. Other Late Classic sculpture often depicts dots or circles with similar crosshatching and in some cases it is interpreted as blood. For example, Yaxchilan Lintels 15 and 25
depict scenes associated with auto-sacrifice and blood-letting where bowls are shown containing
blood-stained paper marked with these motifs (Stuart 1988:183, Figs. 185.110, 185.111). The
bowls containing the paper have similar markings just below the rim, in this case two circles
diminishing in size. While darkened dots or circles appear marking many other elements in
Maya iconography (see Yaxchilan Lintels 15 and 25), their association with blood and sacrifice
in the Late Classic examples from El Cayo and Yaxchilan are interesting comparisons.
The problem remains that the motifs on Mask 1 were painted in black not red, the color
associated with blood, and the context dates to the Late Preclassic, several centuries earlier.
David Freidel (1985:19) demonstrated that in codices and in the Late Classic corpus there was an
iconographic conflation of substances such as smoke, fire, blood, and water, and further noted
that the color codes chosen (black for smoke or red for blood and fire) would relate to the “state”
of the substance. That is, there was no specific code that determined that blood always had to be
represented in red if, for instance, it was burned (Freidel 1985:19).
Effigy censers like the one depicted on El Cayo, Altar 4 have been identified as early as
the Late Preclassic at the site of Cerros in Belize (Freidel, et al. 1991; Walker 1990:Fig. 5.1).
The Cerros cylinder stands were partly spiked and represented deity heads on top of which sat
bowls containing substances that were burned, such as copal (Walker 1990:345-346). In the
highlands, effigy censers (“colossal three-pronged incense burners”) were discovered at
Kaminaljuyu that correspond to the early Miraflores style of the Late Preclassic Period (Ceramic
phases Verbena-Arenal or 200 B.C.E. – 200 C.E.) (Parsons 1986:51; Fig. 125-128). The
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Kaminaluyu censers are carved with deity heads characterized by scrolled mouths (“feline
mouths”) and projecting nose (“sub-nose alveolum”) with a nostril and human-like eyes (Fig.
A.6.8). Parsons (1986:51) recognized a similarity between the iconography of these censers with
the stucco masks on Structure E-VII-sub at Uaxactun and indicated their association with the
earth, serpent, sun, and rain deities. While several centuries apart, the Cerros and Kaminaljuyu
Preclassic cylinder stands and censers are remarkably similar to the brazier depicted on El Cayo,
Altar 4 of the Classic Period. Walker (1990:346) noted the connection between the Late
Preclassic censer stands with iconographic evidence on Classic Period stelae and in Postclassic
Period codices, demonstrating their longstanding tradition.
While I cannot say with any degree of certainty that the decoration on the mask’s
headband at El Achiotal is symbolically representing substance residues of a sacrificial or
burning activity that took place on top, it is at least within the realm of possibilities to consider as
a hypothesis given the scant Late Preclassic comparative data. I think the evidence of scrollwork
and “drippings” marked with the dots diminishing in size painted on the murals at San Bartolo,
which are contemporaneous with Mask 1 at El Achiotal, are telling comparisons of liquids and
substances. While not a censer, burning offerings and sacrificial events possibly took place on
the mask’s surface, at the entrance of the temple and bundle house, or at least it was symbolically
indicated. An incised vessel from the Classic Period depicts a temple scene with a mask built
into the upper steps, on which an effigy censer is shown burning something (Fig. 6.23).
Just below the headband on El Achiotal Mask 1 are the eyes. Unlike other Late
Preclassic mask eyes, usually L-shaped, squared, oval or round, the zoomorphic creature
represented in Mask 1 has tear-shaped eyes, almost squinted looking (Figs. 6.20 and 6.24).
While mostly eroded, the east side eye indicates it was painted black and framed by red and pink.
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Figure 6.23. Incised vessel depicting a stairway block/mask supporting an effigy censer
fronting the entrance to a temple and at the top of the staircase (drawing by L. Schele, after
Taube 1998:Fig. 13a).
On the west side, the eye is compressed by the headband as a result of pressure from construction
fill and is no longer visible. Tear- or almond-shaped eyes are usually seen on representations of
human beings or on representations of deities with human facial features. In fact, the Maize God
is usually represented with similar eyes, although the eyes alone are insufficient evidence to
identify the mask as having Maize God features. On other Late Preclassic masks, the same shape
eye is found, for example on the chin-strap monsters of the Lower East and West masks on
Structure 5C-2nd at Cerros (Fig. A.6.9). The chin-strap mask eyes have brows with U-elements
and the eyes themselves are painted black with cream rectangular shapes. It is impossible to
know whether the eyes on Mask 1 had these elements as they are mostly eroded.
The beak or nose of the mask is downturned or hooked. The outer surface of the beak is
painted in dark red and on the upper section it had a nostril, which unfortunately was destroyed
by construction fill and only its footprint is preserved. The nostril was probably stylistically
similar to Late Preclassic nostrils on masks representing the Principle Bird Deity (see below,
Mask 2 at El Achiotal) from sites throughout the Maya region. While prevalent on the Principle
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Figure 6.24. El Achiotal, Mask 1. Close-up photograph of the details of the mask’s right side
(viewer’s left/east side), including the eye, nose and mouth (photo by author, courtesy of PRALC.
Ministerio de Cultura y Deportes de Guatemala).

Figure 6.25. Detail of the quatrefoil turtle scene painted on the west wall mural of Pinturas Sub1A at San Bartolo, depicting the rebirth of the Maize God. Note the similarity in the features of
the mouth, including teeth and scroll, with Mask 1’s features (after Saturno 2009:Fig. 10).
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Bird Deity, the nostril was a common feature on deity masks in general, such as the lower panel
masks on Structure 5C-2nd at Cerros (including the chin-strap monsters). The lateral sides of
the nose on Mask 1 are painted in red and the outer edges are decorated with small triangular
shapes painted in the darker red, as though folded over from the front surface (Fig. 6.24). The
hook of the nose incorporates part of the open mouth, represented with double-incurving scrolls
delineated with a double black line over white and showing a molar attached to the maxilla on
each side. The same dentition is depicted on the mouth of the quatrefoil turtle painted on the
West Wall of Pinturas Sub-1A building at San Bartolo (Fig. 6.25) (Saturno 2009:125). From the
upper and lateral edges of the mouth emerge scrolls that drape down over the sides of the cheeks.
Not uncommon in Late Preclassic art, these breath scrolls appear on the turtle head at San
Bartolo associated with images of the Principle Bird Deity (Guernsey 2006a:Fig. 5.8; Laporte
and Valdés 1993:Fig. 59), and also on other masks, such as the Upper East and West mask on
Structure 5C-2nd at Cerros and on Uaxactun Structure H-10-Sub-3 (Freidel and Schele
1988a:Fig. 3; Laporte and Valdés 1993:Fig. 53).
The mask’s earflares are represented with scrolls decorated with cartouches containing
diagonal U-elements. The Maize God painted on the North Wall of Pinturas Sub-1A at San
Bartolo has the same kind of earflares, but the U-element is not explicitly represented (Fig. 6.9a).
Instead, the earflare has a yellow diagonal band with two dots. I think the artists omitted the Uelement in the earflare and chest pectoral, but symbolically it means the same as every other
representation of yellow diagonal bands on the murals contain the U-element and two dots.
Yellow is the color of preciousness and it is qualified throughout the San Bartolo murals with the
U-element (Saturno, et al. 2005; Taube, et al. 2010), which is the reason why I propose that the
U-element alone denotes the same qualities. The earflares on Mask 1 do not have yellow, but the
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U-element is framed by diagonal lines inside a cream cartouche (Figs. 6.20c and 6.24), which I
interpret as symbolically equivalent to the earflares on the Maize God at San Bartolo.

6.5.1. Contextual Discussion of Mask 1 and Tikal Structure 5D-22-3rd
Mask 1 at El Achiotal is complicated and does not provide a straightforward
interpretation. As discussed above, the different elements that make up the mask are found in a
variety of other Late Preclassic contexts, for instance, the eyes and earflares are often associated
with the Maize God; the mouth and teeth are represented elsewhere on the cosmic turtle; and, the
breath-essence scrolls and nose appear on both the turtle and the Principle Bird Deity. The
headband is a unique feature that has proven difficult to interpret; however, the identification of
the droplets as representations of substances symbolically suggestive of ritual activities is the
best explanation thus far. As such, the headband qualifies the space as a location for rituals,
sacrifice and perhaps involving burning of substances as offerings. At the same time, the
precious turtle features and the location of the mask at the base of the doorway to the temple
suggest that Structure 5C-01-sub 4 was symbolically like the cosmic turtle. Rulers performing
inside the temple chamber were like the events taking place in the carapace of the turtle painted
on the San Bartolo murals. The mask marked the temple as a place of resurrection and rulership,
where the king emerging from the temple could be compared symbolically with the resurrection
of the Maize God from the turtle.
Excavations in the North Acropolis at Tikal uncovered Structure 5D-22-3rd, which was
stratigraphically complex and composed of various additions and renovations, similar to the
architectural sequence buried under Structure 5C-01 at El Achiotal. One of those additions
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included the placement of a carved stucco mask, Unit 29, over the building’s platform steps, in
line with

Figure 6.26. Tikal, Structure 5D-22-3rd-C. a) plan view of building showing the location of
U.29 on the temple’s staircase; b-c) drawing of the U.29 “stair block” (after Coe 1990c:Figs. 94
and 97).
the superstructure doorway (Coe 1990b:350; 1990c:Fig. 94, 97a). Although dated to the Late
Preclassic, the mask is iconographically very different from Mask 1 at El Achiotal, composed of
distinct elements. What is interesting, however, is to note that U. 29 at Tikal is painted solid red
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and immediately above the eyes is a solid, rectangular block, which led Coe (Coe 1990b:350) to
call the entire composition a “decorated stair block” (Fig. 6.26). The similarity with El Achiotal
Mask 1 is not only in its placement on the centerline staircase in front of the doorway to the
superstructure, but also in the similar thick style of the headband. On El Achiotal Mask 1, the
headband is decorated and presents some incurving, while on U. 29 it is very rectangular and
plain. Functionally, I see both as the same, that is, a platform on top of which a ruler stood and
performed ritual activities. The nature of these activities is unknown, but I surmise they are
related with legitimization of kingship, through sacrifice and ancestral veneration. Unit 29 on
Structure 5D-22-3rd at Tikal had evidence of intensive burning, which also extended into the
front room and at the base of the staircase on Acropolis Fl. 4 (Coe 1990b:352). The interior
chamber floor of Structure 5C-01-sub 4’s superstructure was mostly destroyed by looters when
they dug Tn3. However, a small probe into the east profile of that tunnel directly along the topmost step leading into the chamber revealed a solid red surface without signs of burning.
Therefore, although there is no evidence suggesting that intensive burning took place atop Mask
1, the headband decoration might only allude to such activity symbolically. But the scene
incised on a vessel (Fig. 6.23) indicates that censers were placed at the top of staircase over what
appears to be a mask.

6.6. Modeled Stucco Decorations on Structure 5C-01-sub 2
Masks 2 and 3 are located on the upper tier of Structure 5C-01-sub 2’s basal platform
(see section 5.5). Very little is known of the architecture of Structure 5C-01-sub 2, except for a
section of its staircase and sections of two flanking masks on the northern façade. Masks 2 and 3
are very large modeled stucco deities located on the basal platform of Structure 5C-01-sub 2
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(Fig. 6.27). Their size and iconography indicate they are mainstream Late to Terminal Preclassic
Maya architectural embellishments and ideological statements.

Figure 6.27. Photographs of masks 2 (left) and 3 (right) located on the façade of El Achiotal,
Structure 5C-01-sub 2 and discovered in LT1 and LT3, respectively (photos by author, courtesy
of PRALC. Ministerio de Cultura y Deportes de Guatemala).
Mask 2 was discovered during the excavation of collapsed rubble inside looter’s trench 1
(LT1) on the western side of the Structure 5C-01’s north side (see Fig. 5.20). Only sections of
Mask 3 were exposed in LT3 on the eastern side of the same building and it will not be described
here. Stratigraphic evidence (described in Chapter 5) indicated that the masks corresponded to
the architectural phase identified as 5C-01-sub 2. A portion of Mask 3 was exposed when the
looters dug LT3 decades ago and in my initial reports about the site, I only made preliminary
observations about the presence of strange, modeled stucco. What I observed in LT3 became
clear to me after the discovery of Mask 2 and a small probe excavated into the profile of the
trench that revealed part of the earflare assemblage. The reason for this confusion was because
the section of modeled stucco exposed in LT3 seemed to be on the corner of the building, as the
mound slope and angle division came down right above it. It appears that the construction that
cancelled Structure 5C-01-sub 2 destroyed the eastern half of Mask 3, as the later architects
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slightly shifted to the east the main temple axis and orientation of the building. Modern
destruction further compromised the physical integrity of Mask 3, as the looters pierced through
much of the nose and west side of the facial features of the mask.

6.6.1. Description of Mask 2
Contrary to Mask 3, Mask 2 is mostly complete, but my excavations only exposed about a third
of it. The looters damaged a very small section of Mask 2 when they excavated a tunnel
penetrating into the mound (Tn15). Looters cut through the lower west cheek and earflare
assemblage of the mask (see Fig. 6.28). Primary excavations uncovering Mask 2 revealed a
badly eroded surface, with cracks, chipped off areas of stucco, and faded or flaked off paint. I
attribute the poor preservation to the fact that masks 2 and 3 were not covered by several other
masonry construction phases, like Mask 1; rather, they were more easily exposed to bioturbation
as a result of being closer to the exterior mound surface. The masks were further prone to
deterioration given that the masonry for the final phase was mostly gone, whether a result of post
abandonment collapse or intentional destruction is not evident.
Excavations uncovering Mask 2 (ACH-1C-6) proceeded with a great deal of caution in an
attempt to preserve whatever paint survived. Paint residue was only found on some parts of the
surface, such as the deep sections of the relief, as well as on areas of the earflare, nose and cheek.
The only color identified was red and absolutely no traces of any other color were discovered.
The nose was painted in dark red on red, indicating perhaps the entire composition was
bichrome. Mask 2 suffered some degree of deterioration in the past. I identified a section under
the west eye that was re-plastered and re-surfaced in antiquity with a white wash that apparently
was never re-painted (Fig. 6.29). In the edges of the broken sections one can observe the original
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Figure 6.28. Photographs of El Achiotal, Mask 2. a) general front-view; b) detail of the eyes; c)
detail of the mouth; d) side-view of the nose; partial view of the earflare assemblage (photos by
author, courtesy of PRALC. Ministerio de Cultura y Deportes de Guatemala).
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Figure 6.29. El Achiotal, Mask 2. Detail of the eye illustrating an ancient repair of the plaster
(photo by author, courtesy of PRALC. Ministerio de Cultura y Deportes de Guatemala).
red paint underneath the coat of wash, which is also visible towards the end of the application
stroke where the wash thins out. The many striations and lack of paint covering it indicate a
Upon its discovery I identified the mask as a representation of the Principle Bird Deity
(PBD), based on the characteristic hooked nose, the L-shaped eyes, headband and its overall
appearance nearly identical to the masks decorating the upper terrace of Structure 5C-2nd at
Cerros, Belize (Fig. A.6.2) (Freidel and Schele 1988a:Fig. 3). The section of the headband that I
exposed indicated a tripartite decoration. The central motif is a J-scroll-and-bracket in profile
and on the sides are curved elements decorated with a circle. Overall, this headband is similar to
the one worn by the Maize God (e.g. Individual 11 on San Bartolo West Wall murals) and other
tripartite headbands (e.g Fig. 6.12 and the Cerros Masks). The eyes are like most Late Preclassic
mask eyes (e.g. Cerros, Structure 5C-2nd; Acanceh, main pyramid; Uaxactun Group H, main
platform masks; Cival, Structure 1; and El Mirador Structure 34) and PBD eyes (West Wall of
Pinturas Sub-1A at San Bartolo), L-shaped and on their side with a large oval brow decorated
with a with U-element. While the U-element is no longer distinguishable on El Achiotal Mask 2
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because the paint eroded, there is an incised line that frames the interior brow, much like we see
painted on the brows of the Cerros masks. Although mostly eroded, one can still see the remains
of two

Figure 6.30. Partially traced photograph of Mask 2 highlighting preserved characteristics
(photo and tracing by author, courtesy of PRALC. Ministerio de Cultura y Deportes de
Guatemala).
squares directly above the brow (Fig. 6.30). Most Late Preclassic Maya stucco masks decorating
building facades have two squares above the brow (Structure 34, El Mirador; main pyramid,
Acanceh; Structure 1, Cival), or a triangle flanked by two squares (e.g. Structure 5C-2nd,
Cerros). It is possible that ancestral modes of these elements directly above the brow are found
in Olmec and Epi-Olmec representations of deities. In these early examples the most frequent
element is known as the double-merlon motif, consisting of two squares (Guthrie, et al.
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1996:121) that appears directly above the eye or brow. In fact, brow decorations were common
in Preclassic Mesoamerica and show up in a variety of styles, and may have originated with the
Olmec flamed brow (Joralemon 1976; Mora-Marín 2009:20, 36). A representation of the
Isthmian Maize God on La Mojarra Stela 1 wears the double-merlon motif above the brow
(Winfield Capitaine 1988), indicating a continuation of the Olmec tradition into the Isthmian
region. To the viewers right of the west brow on Mask 2 is a badly eroded curved element that
forms the extremes of a tripartite headband. This element is also similar to the brow motifs on
other contemporaneous masks in the Maya region (e.g. at Cerros Structure 5C-2nd, Cival
Structure 1, Uaxactun Structure H-Sub 10). It is also associated with the Olmec flamed brow
appearing as a curved, bifurcated element next to, or behind the brow (e.g. Ceramic vessel from
Tlapacoya, Jade celt from Los Tuxtlas) (Joralemon 1976:Figs. 6c and 17l). Mora-Marín (2009)
traces the graphic evolution of the flamed brow and double-merlon motifs diachronically from
the Olmec heartland through the Isthmian, Pacific Coast, Highland and Lowland Maya
iconographic corpus, demonstrating how these iconographic symbols were the iconic motivation
for the early glyphic spelling of AJAW, lord or ruler. In Maya hieroglyphic writing, graphemes
T533 and T168:518 are the two most common logograms for AJAW (Mora-Marín 2009:2;
Thompson 1962:145), T168 changed over time, but in the Late Preclassic Period the component
looks just like the brow compositions on large stucco masks: a cartouche with U-shape, doublemerlon on the top and a curved, bifurcated element on the side (Fig. 6.31) (Mora-Marín
2009:Table 2). This informs us about early statements of kingship, rulership and authority. The
fact that the symbolism was incorporated into the hieroglyph for AJAW, suggests that the
meaning transcended through time from its early expressions on Olmec deity faces through the
Late Preclassic lowland Maya iconographic corpus. While the symbolism on the mask might not
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have been read as AJAW it certainly denoted authority and kingship, and its consistent use
throughout the Maya Lowlands suggests it was a widespread tradition inherited from the Olmec,
incorporated and formalized into a logogram.
The surface of Mask 2’s cheek is mostly smooth and painted solid red, except for a small
area next to the earflare where one can discern the outline of what might have been a cartouche
(reserved in cream). Other examples of masks in the lowlands have these cartouches painted or
incised, usually with inset symbols like the cross bands symbolizing Sun God elements (e.g.
lower masks at Cerros, Structure 5C-2nd and masks on Structure 1 at Cival), representing the
conflation of the Principle Bird Deity with the Sun God. Unfortunately, if in fact there was a
motif painted on the mask’s cheek, it is too eroded to discern.

Figure 6.31. Preclassic iconographic motivations for the grapheme T168, AJAW, deriving from
Olmec flamed eyebrows. a) and d) San Bartolo; b) El Mirador; c) Cerros; e-f) Cival (after
Mora-Marín 2009:Fig. 14).
The mask’s beak is large, long and downturned, almost like a hook, and almost identical
to the two upper masks on Structure 5C-2nd at Cerros, Belize (Freidel and Schele 1988a:Fig. 3).
At the top of the beak is a nostril that, while overall and conceptually similar to the nose on the
Cerros masks, it is less pronounced in the area of the nose bridge and therefore appears less
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human-like. It is not an unusual nostril in Late Preclassic iconography, as it appears on a variety
of representations of the Principle Bird Deity (see Fig. 6.21) (e.g. Izapa Stela 4; Kaminaljuyu
Altar 10, Stela 11; San Bartolo West Wall of Pinturas Sub-1A), bird masks (see Fig. A.6.1) (e.g.
Kaminaljuyu Stela 11), as well as on profile polymorphs (San Bartolo West Wall of Pinturas
Sub-1A). The surface of the beak is very smooth and there is evidence suggesting it was
decorated with dark red motifs over the red surface. In reality, the beak/mouth characteristics are
very similar to those on the earlier Mask 1. The mouth on Mask 2 is shaped as a double incurved
scroll, however, and it is probable that there were specific details, such a molar, applied with
paint that are no longer visible.
I only excavated a section of the west earflare composition due to unstable fill (see Fig.
6.28e). Looters destroyed the lower half of the earspool and the upper half is badly eroded. The
knot above the earspool is visible and in fair condition. Based on evidence from its counterpart
on the east side of the building, Mask 3, as well as on other contemporaneous examples at other
sites, I surmise that there was another knot at the bottom of the earspool. The section above the
earspool assemblage, comprising the upper register of the composition, is too eroded to describe
in detail and I will refrain from making definitive interpretations. There are some indications
that the motif is a scroll. Scrolls above earflares do appear in Late Preclassic iconography, for
instance, on the masks at Acanceh (Hansen 2001:Fig. 81) and at Cival (Estrada-Belli 2011:Fig.
5.21). A problem with this interpretation is not only that the motif is so eroded and difficult to
identify securely, but that it appears that the scroll’s direction is inwards, towards the mask itself
and therefore contrary to these other comparative examples.
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6.6.2. Discussion of Mask 2
In general, most of the iconographic elements that comprise Mask 2 at El Achiotal appear
to be associated with the Principle Bird Deity. The characteristics I used for this identification
include the downturned hooked beak, nose, L-shaped eyes, the prominent brow with the doublemerlon and curved elements, tripartite headband and large earflare composites. While Principle
Bird Deity representations vary according to site, region or context, these particular features
strongly resemble one another and suggest they are all the same deity.
The J-scroll-and-bracket profile as the center diadem jewel is difficult to interpret, as I
have not found any other examples like it on sculpted masks. The reconstructed images of the
PBD masks at Cerros, Structure 5C-2nd have a similar headband but the central jewel is the
trefoil31 (see Fig. 6.12) (like the one depicted on the earlier Mural 1). Following Guernsey’s
(2006b) interpretation of the J-scroll-and-bracket motif as that of cloth or textile, it might be
serving as a qualifier for the headband itself. Jewels were likely attached to such headband as
depicted by the lateral curved elements. While not finding comparable examples in the
sculptural corpus, I did find examples of this headband with a similar composition on murals and
portable objects of the Late Preclassic Maya Lowlands. I propose that the headband represented
on Mask 2 at El Achiotal is actually like the one worn by the Maize God (Individual 11) in the
scene where he is performing a sacrifice on the West Wall of Pinturas Sub-1A at San Bartolo
(Fig. 6.32) (Saturno 2009:127; fig.113). On the mural, the tripartite headband has a central jewel
in the form of a beaked zoomorphic head with a profile J-scroll-and-bracket motif emerging at
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I am cautious in using this interpretation as the original photographs indicate very poor preservation of the
headbands on the upper masks of Structure 5C-2nd at Cerros. Only the bottom portions of some of the jewels were
preserved and the rest was reconstructed in the drawing. It is unclear whether they were bifurcated or not. The
drawings of the Cerros masks that are published (Freidel and Schele 1988a:Fig.3; Freidel et al. 1991:Fig.3:12) show
differences in the representation of the headband, and their poor preservation make it difficult to use as accurate
comparative examples.
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Figure 6.32. Head of the Maize God (Individual 11) painted on the West Wall of Pinturas Sub1A at San Bartolo (after Taube, et al. 2010:Fig. 8B).
the top and bottom, and on the sides are jewels in the shape of curved elements. The central
jewel is not visible on the large stucco mask, and perhaps it did not have an elaborated one like
the one painted on the San Bartolo West Wall; instead, the symbol may have been abbreviated
simply with the J-scroll-and-bracket motif (pars pro toto). The side elements are quite similar,
with the difference that the one at San Bartolo has diagonal lines denoting shiny while the one at
El Achiotal has a circle. What was painted on the circle is impossible to know with the available
evidence. The lateral jewels of the headbands on the upper masks on Structure 5C-2nd at Cerros
have cream oval shapes on them (see Fig. 6.12b). The headband worn by the ruler incised on the
back side of the Dumbarton Oaks plaque is also similar. It has the central trefoil jewel from
which dangle a J-shape and a bracket, and bifurcated side jewels to compose a tripartite
headband (see Fig. 6.12c). David Freidel (1990:68) identifies the central diadem as an
anthropomorphic version of the Jester God, which is an emblem of authority and political power
from the Late Preclassic Period through the Terminal Classic (Fields 1991; Freidel 1990)
Another example of the element, in this case bifurcated, flanking the central jewel is on the
fuschite mask from Tikal Burial 85 and here the motifs are curved and do not have the circle (see
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Fig. 6.8a). The examples from Cerros and Tikal illustrate that there can be variation in the
representation. The curved element on the mask at El Achiotal does not seem bifurcated, but has
the circle and I argue it is the same motif with the same symbolic meaning of headbands
representing rulership and authority. The headband with the triple element ties back to the trefoil
jewel, originating in the Olmec region as the tripartite maize motif symbolic of the Maize God,
which later became the Maya Jester God and the semantic equivalent of ajaw for the Maya in the
Late Preclassic Period (Fields 1989, 1991; Schele 1974; Taube 1996).
Based on the evidence presented above, Mask 2 at El Achiotal represents a conflation of
Principle Bird Deity, Maize God iconography and maybe Sun God symbolism. Within the
Principle Bird Deity and the Maize God iconography are embedded the symbols that signify
rulership and authority. Namely, these include the brow with the double-merlon and curved
element motifs, which we find as early as the Middle Preclassic in Olmec iconography, and the
tripartite headband, respectively. Interpretation of the first is confirmed by the use of these
symbols to write the logogram AJAW, lord or ruler, starting in the Late Preclassic. We find
examples of this logogram as early as 300 B.C.E. at San Bartolo and Kaminaljuyu (Stela 10) and
lasting at least through the second century C.E., when it starts to appear as part of emblem glyphs
(Mora-Marín 2009:18-20). The presence of Maize God iconography is based solely on my
proposition that the headband on Mask 2 at El Achiotal is not only tripartite, but recalls the one
worn by the Maize God depicted on the San Bartolo murals. Interestingly, the Maize God that
wears this particular headband is interacting with the Principle Bird Deity, perhaps killing it with
his spear and absorbing the power of the bird, which is associated with the Sun God32. In the
following scene, the Maize God is “handing himself the foliated head of the Principle Bird Deity
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I attribute the interpretation of the Maize God killing the PBD to David Freidel. The actual killing of the bird is
not visible on the mural, as the section is missing, but it stems from a long interpretation of the narrative throughout
the mural.
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as his crowning jewel” (Saturno 2009:127). Based on the evidence from the painted murals,
where the Maize God performs a sacrifice by the fifth tree – the world center, I would argue that
the Principal Bird Deity masks displayed on the facades of buildings in the Late Preclassic,
through their association with the Maize God, not only denoted kingship and authority, but
further qualified the building as the center of the world and a place of sacrifice.
Mask 2 is so far the only iconography associated with Structure 5C-01-sub 2 that can
provide any insights, as Mask 3 is greatly destroyed and remains unexcavated. Mask 2 presents
sufficient evidence to suggest that like their contemporaries, the rulers of El Achiotal were
making public statements about their authority and divine right to rule through the display of
powerful symbolic messages in the elaborate sculpted facades of their ritual precincts. In the
period corresponding to Structure 5C-01-sub 2, the Terminal Preclassic, it seems that there was a
common and shared symbolic vocabulary used by centers distributed over a wide region in the
southern Maya Lowlands. Evidently, there was a shift in iconographic program and style
Structures 5C-01-sub 4 to –sub 2, which coincides with the period of decline of the city of El
Mirador. The artistic programs associated with the later phase indicate a closer affinity, and by
extension perhaps affiliation, with centers primarily located in the central area of Petén.
Certainly, each center displayed a certain degree of variation that spoke of local styles and
preferences, yet the overall compositions share many similarities, if not in iconographic
representation, in meaning and function. The shared symbolic vocabulary indicates
communication among sites, but more importantly it demonstrates that over a vast region centers
were incorporated into a religious belief system that was unified and foundational for the
political and economic structures of the southern Lowland Maya.
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CHAPTER 7
MATERIALS ANALYSIS

7.1. Introduction
My excavations in and around Structure 5C-01 produced quite a different pattern of
artifacts than I had anticipated. In my original proposal and research design, which was based on
the 2009 short season focused on the documentation of looter’s damage, I anticipated
discovering a wide range of artifacts, not only in construction fill but also in key locations (i.e.
caches). In my original assessment I hypothesized that in addition to non-portable symbolism
(i.e. iconography), I would discover non-local commodity items that were associated with
rulership and trade (Acuña 2010). My argument was founded on the hypothesis that El Achiotal
served as a frontier center and way station connecting the large centers on the Central Karstic
Uplands with regions to the west. While my excavations to date did not produce the portable
items I predicted that would allude to trade and prestige, the architectural and iconographic
evidence, and political geography arguments still support the hypothesis.
Nonetheless, the materials that I recovered from the excavations are important and
provide significant other information about the site and its population. Given that the majority of
the materials discovered are ceramics, the kind of information retrieved from them provides
insight into the regional interactions by means of pottery traditions, as well as a relative
chronology for the architectural sequence and occupation of the center. Table A.7.1 presents a
summary of portable materials recovered from the excavations in and around Structure 5C-01 by
unit and level, and Table 7.1 summarizes the totals for each kind of material within the operation
(ACH-1) as a whole.
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Ceramics

Obsidian

Other
Lithics

Faunal
Bone

Human
Bone

Painted
Stucco

Greenstone

Charcoal

Marine

3,068

32

17

4

0

N/A

0

N/A

5

Table 7.1. Summarized table with totals for artifacts and material remains recovered in the
excavations of ACH-1 in and around Structure 5C-01.
Painted stucco and charcoal were not quantified, as the fragments were quite small and I
did not collect any samples in the field, I only took note of their presence and set them aside
during the excavation process. These stucco fragments were recovered from tunnel excavations
inside Structure 5C-01. Given their location alongside the superstructure walls of Structure 5C01-sub 4, I reasonably identified them as having pertained to that building, whose walls were cut
in antiquity prior to the construction of the subsequent phase (see section 5.4.1.1). Not enough
stucco was discovered in the fill to account for the entire portion of the walls destroyed, but
small random fragments did make it into the fill. Coincidently, the fragments were discovered
above Floor Beleb and very close to its surface. This indicates that the fragments could very
likely have corresponded to small sections of the wall that were chipped off from what remained
of them, when the fill was being laid for the next construction.
Not all charcoal samples were collected either, although its presence was noted during
excavation. While excavations of fill layers produced the occasional piece of charcoal, it was
not collected unless it was retrieved from a feature. The reason behind this is because charcoal
found in construction fill does not provide a reliable absolute date for the construction activity, as
the charcoal may correspond to other activities associated with the location from where fill
materials were extracted. These activities do not necessarily have to be cultural, as the charcoal
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could be the result of wild fires in the region, or other burning events not associated with
construction material preparation for that specific building. While charcoal from fill layers may
provide a “no earlier than” date, the time depth and range is unpredictable, providing a highly
unreliable date for the construction itself. Therefore, I chose only to collect charcoal from
features where the likelihood that the object becoming carbonized was associated with specific
and identifiable cultural activities or with preparation of materials for construction, such as
burning lime or clay was high.
Given the overall reduced frequency of materials other than ceramics, in this dissertation
I will not describe them in detail. Aside from the ceramics, the rest of the artifacts I collected are
insufficient and too fragmented to contribute significant information to my interpretations and,
therefore, I will only make generalized comments about them.

7.2. Ceramics
By far the most abundant artifact recovered during the excavations in and around
Structure 5C-01 at El Achiotal is pottery (see Table 7.1). Table 7.2 summarizes the total number
of potsherds collected from ACH-1 pertaining to investigations from 2010 and 2011. Potsherds
were sorted at the site and selected based upon size and my assessment of those that promised to
be diagnostic. I did not collect any sherds smaller than 1 cm of approximate diameter, and those
averaging 2 cm in diameter were collected based on whether or not they were diagnostic. It has
been my experience that those small potsherds are not useful for typological and chronological
purposes, and I find it more appropriate to leave them in the field and re-bury them than transport
them to the laboratory for no reason other then quantification of volume. Diagnostic sherds were
collected based on presence or absence of chronological and typological attributes. Some non-
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diagnostic sherds, however, did make it to the laboratory and they account for those “not
analyzed” listed in Table 7.2.

Op.SubOp.
ACH-1B
ACH-1C
ACH-1E
ACH-1F
TOTALS

In Field
Collected
Discarded
197
0
631
99
440
164
1077
460
2345
723
3068

In Laboratory
Analyzed
Not Analyzed
195
2
597
34
440
0
1072
5
2304
41
2345

Table 7.2. Quantification of sherds recovered from excavations in and around Structure 5C-01
at El Achiotal by sub-Operation.
As the quantities in Table 7.2 demonstrate, there is a considerable difference in frequency
of pottery by sub-Operation. Sub-Operation ACH-1B corresponds to construction fill layers
inside Structure 5C-01 and its sub-phases, whereas ACH-1C, 1E, and 1F are on the front, side
and back of the mound, respectively, at ground level. I also draw attention to the substantially
large frequency found in the back of Structure 5C-01, in the units excavated in sub-Operation 1F.
Figure 7.1 illustrates the differences in frequency, representing the absolute total of sherds
excavated prior to discarding non-diagnostics.
The total number of sherds analyzed from all sub-Operations is 2,304 (Table 7.2). Given
the fragmentary nature of the majority of the sample, analysis was limited to a broad
identification of ceramic groups with the purpose of providing relative chronological information
about the fill layer from where the sample was retrieved. In the following section I will describe
the results of that analysis. A complete list of the ceramic groups and/or types with their
identified form can be found in Table A.7.2, organized by sub-Operation.
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Figure 7.1. Column chart illustrating total frequencies of sherds excavated in ACH-01.
7.2.1. ACH-1B: Ceramics from tunnel excavations in Structure 5C-01
Pottery recovered from the tunnel excavations inside Structure 5C-01 was identified as
corresponding to the Late and Terminal Preclassic Periods. A total of 195 potsherds were
analyzed from ACH-1B and the majority of ceramic groups present in the sample include
Achiotes, Sierra, Boxcay and Polvero (see Table A.7.2). Forms are consistent with Chicanel
sphere assemblages identified elsewhere, including relatively thick-walled bowls, dishes and jars
with direct, out-curved or in-curved walls. Surface finish of slipped wares is consistent with
waxy and thick slips characteristic of the time period. Within the Achiotes group there are both
unslipped/smoothed (Achiotes Unslipped) as well as striated (Zapote Striated) pottery. The most
frequent group among the slipped wares is Sierra Red, represented mostly in bowls, dishes and
jars. Only a handful of examples are identified as either Boxcay or Polvero, although there could
be many more among the eroded sample. Within the assemblage from Tn5 there are two types
that suggest a correspondence with the late Chicanel sphere (Fig. 7.2).
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Figure 7.2. Red-on-Red-Orange, exterior and interior photographs (Serteneja Group) (above);
Repasto Black-on-Red, exterior and interior (below) (photos by author, courtesy of PRALC.
Ministerio de Cultura y Deportes de Guatemala).
The first is a Red-on-Orange vessel of unidentified form. The sample consists of a body
sherd and part of a very in-curved vessel with no slip on the interior, and the exterior is decorated
with vertical lines in red over an orange slip in a consistent and relatively even pattern.
Comparison with examples from other sites indicate this type is similar to Caramba Red-on-RedOrange identified at Altar de Sacrificios (Adams 1971:28) and Savannah Bank Usulutan from
Barton Ramie (Gifford 1976:116), both from the later facet of the Chicanel sphere. The other
identified type is a Black-on-Red dish with slightly out-curved walls and direct rim.
Descriptions from other sites indicate this is likely a Repasto Black-on-Red, characterized by
waxy red slip on the exterior and interior with irregular black patterns reserving areas of the red
(Adams 1971:28; Ball 1977:50). It is unclear whether the gray, metallic blotches visible on the
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surface are the result of weathering, use, or firing effects. In this analysis, the gray was not taken
into account as being an intentional attribute, as similar evidence was found on other Sierra Red
potsherds not identified as this type.

Figure 7.3. Unidentified trichrome from ACH-1B-Tn9-L14. Terminal Preclassic Period.
Exterior (left) and interior (right) (photos by author, courtesy of PRALC. Ministerio de Cultura
y Deportes de Guatemala).
The assemblage from Tn9 contains a fragment of a flanged bowl with waxy red-orange
slip on the exterior and what seems to be a red and black interior (Fig. 7.3). The slip above the
exterior wall flange is darker orange-red, while the one below is a lighter orange. This is a
common feature of flanged dishes, where the surface below is less visible when the vessel is
complete. The interior decoration could be a negative reserve-resist type that is badly eroded.
Thin, red lines are painted on the interior wall, somewhat crooked and at irregular intervals. The
lines are painted on what appears to be a blotchy and thick, waxy black slip, reserving the red
lines. The lateral flanged bowl form is consistent with late Chicanel pottery elsewhere. From
Tn11 came an example of an incised Sierra Red vessel that fits the description for the type
Correlo Incised-dichrome (Fig. 7.4).
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Figure 7.4. Jar fragment from ACH-1B-Tn11-L20 identified as the type Correlo Inciseddichrome: Variety Unspecified. Exterior (left) and interior (right) (photos by author, courtesy of
PRALC. Ministerio de Cultura y Deportes de Guatemala).
The example from Tn11 consists of a small-mouthed jar with short neck, the exterior is
slipped red and the interior slipped red from the rim to the wall and the rest appears to be
polished buff. The slip is consistent with Sierra Red waxy surfaces. Vertical incisions decorate
the exterior body of the vessel, consisting of thin, shallow, post-firing scratched lines through the
slip without penetrating into the paste.
The majority of ceramic groups from the tunnel excavations pertain to a well-established
regional tradition corresponding to the Chicanel sphere (250 B.C.E. – 250 C.E.), identified at
numerous other sites in the Petén lowlands. The presence of Terminal Preclassic types in the fill
layers that cancelled Structure 5C-01-sub 4 securely places the construction of the subsequent
building (5C-01-sub 3 and –sub 2) no earlier than the Terminal Preclassic Period. The
radiocarbon dates from ash lenses discovered in Tn5, on the exterior west side of Structure 5C01-sub 4 indicate that activity took place in association with that temple towards the end of the
Late Preclassic and into the Terminal Preclassic Period. Combined, ceramic and radiocarbon
evidence place the construction of Structure 5C-01-sub 2 in the Terminal Preclassic Period.
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7.2.2. ACH-1C: Ceramics from the north and front side of Structure 5C-01
Six units were excavated in sub-operation ACH-1C from which a total of 597
potsherds were analyzed (see Table 7.2). Units 1 through 5 were excavated at the base of
Structure 5C-01 and collected material from looters’ backdirt and post-abandonment rubble and
collapse. Unit 6 corresponded to the excavation of looters collapse and backdirt in LT1. In
general, the ceramic assemblages are a mixture of Late to Terminal Preclassic with Early Classic
materials. As with the materials from sub-operation ACH-1B, most of the pottery was very
fragmented and badly weathered, not allowing for a detailed analysis to the type: variety level.
A summary of the materials at the group level is presented in Table A.7.2.
Among the ceramic groups identified in this sub-operation are Achiotes, Sierra, Polvero,
and Flor corresponding to the Chicanel sphere, and Quintal, Aguila, Balanza, Caribal, Pucte and
Actuncan/Dos Arroyos from the Early Classic Period Tzakol sphere. Except for Unit 6, all units
contain a mixture of these groups in all levels excavated. Unit 6, on the other hand contains
mostly Chicanel pottery, but the context was highly disturbed by looters and therefore cannot be
associated with their original cultural level. Discovered in backdirt, the pottery from Unit 6
more likely came from the excavation of Tn15, contemporaneous with other tunnel materials.
Identified vessel forms are consistent with the styles established for the corresponding
ceramic spheres, as established at other sites in the region. Certain diagnostic attributes, such as
lustrous slips, ring bases, flanged and z-angle walls, and rim shapes are consistent with the
identification of Tzakol pottery, even though surface finish cannot be securely identified due to
erosion of a large portion of the assemblage. Very few polychromes were identified in the
assemblage from sub-operation ACH-1C, consisting of mostly small and eroded potsherds with
only traces of different colored slips on the weathered surface. These include black and red
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motifs painted on orange slips, consistent with the ceramic groups Actuncan/Dos Arroyos
Orange Polychrome in the Tzakol ceramic sphere. Figure 7.5 illustrates some of the common
diagnostic attributes for Tzakol pottery, for instance Aguila Orange slips, z-angle bowls, beveled
rims and ring-based bowls.

Figure 7.5. Tzakol pottery from ACH-1C showing diagnostic attributes consistent with the Early
Classic Period (photos by author, courtesy of PRALC. Ministerio de Cultura y Deportes de
Guatemala).
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The only floor identified in the units at the base of Structure 5C-01 I discovered in
separating levels 3 and 4 in unit ACH-1C-2. Materials above the floor contained a mixed
assemblage of Preclassic and Early Classic pottery, whereas level 5, below the floor, contained
Preclassic ceramic groups, including Achiotes, Sierra, and Polvero. Until further excavations in
this area of the front of the building increase the sample, this evidence indicates that the final
phase platform floor penetrated with Unit 2 was constructed in the Late to Terminal Preclassic
Period.

Figure 7.6. Early Classic bowl with out-curved walls and rounded rim identified as Pucte Brown
(above); Early Classic fragments identified as Quintal Unslipped (below) (photos by author,
courtesy of PRALC. Ministerio de Cultura y Deportes de Guatemala).
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Figure 7.7. Examples of Tzakol 1, unidentified types of the Actuncan/Dos Arroyos group.
(above). Scutate lid and z-angle bowl fragments ) (photos by author, courtesy of PRALC.
Ministerio de Cultura y Deportes de Guatemala).
7.2.3. ACH-1E: Ceramics from the west side of Structure 5C-01
All the pottery from this sub-operation came from above-floor contexts, at the base of the
platform wall that sustains Structure 5C-01. This means that the entire assemblage corresponds
to post-abandonment rubble and collapse. Like sub-operation 1C, the entire assemblage,
consisting of 440 potsherds (Table 7.2), contains mixed pottery pertaining to the Chicanel and
Tzakol spheres. Ceramics are highly weathered and the assemblage contains a lot of unidentified
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materials, where I was even unable to assign a typological group. Among the preserved
potsherds, I identified the usual groups, including Achiotes, Sierra, Boxcay, Polvero, and Flor
from the Chicanel sphere, and Quintal, Aguila, Pucte, Balanza, and Iberia corresponding to the
Tzakol sphere (Fig. 7.6).
Only very few and highly weathered polychrome potsherds came from this sub-operation,
but their form (including a large basal flanged bowl, a scutate lid) and visible slip color (red and
black on orange) are consistent with Tzakol orange polychromes (Fig. 7.7). Vessel forms and
surface finish are consistent with the time periods. Preclassic slips are waxy and thick, while
Early Classic slips are thinner and more lustrous. A few examples contain both kinds,
suggesting they are transitional.

7.2.4. ACH-1F: Ceramics from the south and back side of Structure 5C-01
As Table 7.2 and Figure 7.1 illustrate, the largest ceramic assemblage was retrieved from
this sub-operation. The pattern of mixed levels containing Preclassic and Early Classic pottery
continues the same as with the previously described assemblages from other sub-operations.
Although the assemblage is larger, the preservation of the pottery is generally poor. Surfaces are
very weathered and the majority consists of small potsherds, resulting in the largest number of
unidentified ceramics. Ceramic groups identified in all levels include Achiotes, Sierra, Flor,
Boxcay, and Polvero for the Chicanel sphere, and Quintal, Aguila, Balanza, Pucte and
Actuncan/Dos Arroyos for the Early Classic Period Tzakol sphere. Additionally, an example of
the type Sacluc Black-on-Orange was identified in ACH-1F-2-3 (Fig. 7.8), which corresponds to
the Terminal Preclassic Period and is comparable to examples of that type at other sites, such as
Altar de Sacrificios on the upper Usumacinta drainage (Adams 1971:28). This example consists
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of a deep bowl with divergent walls and direct, rounded rim. The interior is very eroded, but the
exterior is decorated with wavy black lines framed by thicker black bands over an orange slip.

Figure 7.8. Example of the type Sacluc Black-on-Orange, dated to the Terminal Preclassic
Period, late Chicanel sphere. Exterior and interior (photos by author, courtesy of PRALC.
Ministerio de Cultura y Deportes de Guatemala).
Another diagnostic sample recovered from this sub-operation consists of a whole, though
fragmented, vessel excavated in ACH-1F-4-4 that I identify as Actuncan Orange Polychrome:
Actuncan Variety (Fig. 7.9). The decoration is consistent with other examples of this type at
other sites over a wide region, although vessel form can vary (Gifford 1976:170; Fig. 192g).
Vessel forms are most commonly flanged bowls and dishes, with only a few examples on
curved-wall bowls like the sample from El Achiotal. My identification relies primarily on
surface finish: the exterior is painted with geometric motifs in red and black over orange, while
the interior is mostly orange with a black lip.
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Figure 7.9. Whole vessel excavated in ACH-1F-4-4 identified as Actuncan Orange Polychrome:
Actuncan Variety; photos of exterior and interior (photos by author, courtesy of PRALC.
Ministerio de Cultura y Deportes de Guatemala).
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7.3. Other Artifacts
Other artifacts recovered from my excavations include lithics (n=17), obsidian (n=31),
faunal bone (n=4), and shell (n=5) (Table 7.1). Table A.7.1 (Appendix 7) provides a breakdown
of the distribution of these artifacts by unit and level. Lithics consisted mostly of very small
flakes of chert. In unit ACH-1E-3-2 I discovered two larger fragments, one of which is clearly
worked into some kind of object (Fig. 7.10). The artifact is broken and the surviving fragment is
in the shape of a fishtail. It is unclear what kind of object it was, but the odd form points greatly
towards its identification as an eccentric fragment. Most of the lithics came from test units on
the exterior of Structure 5C-01, with only two very small fragments that were discovered in Tn11
and ACH-1B-1 from the interior. There is a similar discrepancy in distribution of obsidian, with
only one small fingernail sized blade fragment having been found in the tunnel excavations
(Tn11). Most other obsidian came from sub-operations 1E and 1F, with a small number
excavated out of 1C. All the samples were <2cm long blade fragments. Similarly, shell
fragments were very small and unidentifiable.

Figure 7.10. Chert fragments from ACH-1E-3-2. Object on the right may be an eccentric
fragment (photo by author, courtesy of PRALC. Ministerio de Cultura y Deportes de
Guatemala).
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I did not discover any human remains during my excavations in and around Structure 5C01. I did, however, find faunal bones in tunnel contexts only. With only four samples, no formal
analysis was carried out of these remains. Two very small fragments were recovered from the
screen during the excavation of Tn5, while two larger samples came from Tn6 and Tn9 (Fig.
7.11). Both of these were only visually and preliminarily identified as medium to large mammal
remains (Fridberg, personal communication 2013), but until a more scrutinized analysis takes
place only such a broad identification can be made.

Figure 7.11. Faunal remains from ACH-1B-Tn6-L11 (above) and ACH-1B-Tn9-L14 (below)
(photos by author, courtesy of PRALC. Ministerio de Cultura y Deportes de Guatemala).
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7.4. Charcoal
I collected several charcoal samples from three primary features, namely ash lenses,
discovered in tunnel excavations. I discovered two ash lenses, numbers 1 and 2, in 2010 while
excavating Tn5 around the west side of Structure 5C-01-sub 4’s superstructure. Ash lens #3, I
found in 2011 while excavating Tn10 and Tn11 on floor Junlaju, where the staircase and
platform wall intersect. I sent three samples each from ash lens #1 and #2 for AMS dating at
Beta Analytic (BETA) and the University of Arizona AMS Laboratory (represented by “AA”). I
chose to send samples from each feature to different laboratories for comparative purposes.
Only one sample from ash lens #3 was dated, using Beta Analytic. Table 7.3 outlines the
samples and the results.

Charcoal
Sample #

Lab #

Ash
Lens #

ACH-7

AA92831

1

ACH-8

AA92832

1

ACH-9
ACH-2

BETA
289421-AMS
BETA
289420-AMS

1
2

ACH-3

AA 92829

2

ACH-5

AA 92830

2

ACH-10

BETA
341610-AMS

3

Provenience
Tn5-L6
(Fl. Lajeb)
Tn5-L6
(Fl. Lajeb)
Tn5-L6
(Fl. Lajeb)
Tn5-L8
(Fl. Wuqub)
Tn5-L8
(Fl. Wuqub)
Tn5-L8
(Fl. Wuqub)
Tn10/11-L15 to
18 (Fl. Junlaju)

Radiocarbon
Age

δ13C

Calibrated Years 2σ

1919 ± 43

-27.2

21 B.C. to A.D. 217

1911 ± 44

-25.8

A.D. 2 to 224

1930 ± 40

-23.7

10 B.C. to A.D. 140

1880 ± 40

-24.7

A.D. 50 to 230

1961 ± 44

-24.1

52 B.C. to A.D. 131

1976 ± 44

-25.2

B.C. 89 to A.D. 127

1850 ± 30

-24.6

A.D. 80 to 240

Table 7.3. Radiocarbon dates from ash lens features excavated in Tn5, Tn10, and Tn11. Dates
are associated with Structure 5C-01–sub 4. Calibration of AA samples was done using OxCal
v4.2.2. The results from Beta Analytic were provided already calibrated.
Ash lens #1 is associated with floor Lajeb, located on the northwestern corner of
Structure 5C-01-sub 4’s superstructure, at the base of Mural 4. The ash lens was quite extensive
and the pink plaster floor indicated that burning occurred repeatedly in the same spot over a
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period of time. Because my excavations approached the ash lens horizontally, where the feature
was mid-height inside the tunnel, it was not possible to get a footprint of the entire feature. I
encountered ash lens #2 further south in the same tunnel at the base of a step that descended from
floors Lajeb to Wuqub, closely beneath Mural 5 on the west side of the superstructure. Much
smaller in size, the footprint and amount of charcoal and ash suggest this spot had not been used
as extensively and over an extended period of time like ash lens #1. Although the range in dates
is far too great to account for decadal differences in events, perhaps the earlier dates associated
with ash lens #1 indicate its more lengthier time in use. Finally, ash lens #3 appeared to be quite
extensive as well, but the nature of the excavation only allowed me to expose a portion of it.
Unlike the previous two, however, I excavated #3 by scraping and collecting charcoal samples
from three different layers. The sample submitted for radiocarbon analysis was from the middle
layer. It is uncertain at this time how extensively ash lens #3 was used, but the results indicate
that it was contemporaneous with the burning activities on top of the platform, by the temple.
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CHAPTER 8
CONTEXTUALIZING EL ACHIOTAL AS A FRONTIER SITE IN THE LATE
PRECLASSIC POLITICAL GEOGRAPHY OF THE MAYA LOWLANDS

8.1. Architectural History of Structure 5C-01 at El Achiotal
Some time during the transition from the Middle to the Late Preclassic Periods (400
B.C.E. – 250 C.E.), construction began atop the ridge that would come to form the ceremonial
center of El Achiotal. Who were the people that decided to build it and where did they come
from? The archaeological evidence thus far uncovered at El Achiotal cannot answer these
questions. The earliest evidence for architecture at the site discovered to date represents an
enormous task, as it involved extracting and transporting massive amounts of heavy and dense
muck from the bajos. Structure 4C-11 in the North Group began as a 5-meter high
(approximately) mound primarily built with bajo muck (Parris 2011). This same construction
technique was used to establish the foundations for Structure 5C-01, although apparently with a
much more modest effort (Acuña and Chiriboga 2010). Use of bajo sediments was a common
practice in the Maya Lowlands, as evidence of the earliest constructions at Ceibal and Nakbe
reveal (Hansen 1998; Inomata, et al. 2013). Evidently, early builders of El Achiotal had some
knowledge about local regional practices and how to beneficially use the resources available
around them. They were adapted to their environment in the wetlands. The small amount of
pottery from the corresponding transitional period also indicates the first settlers were familiar
with and adhered to the regional ceramic traditions, such as the Chicanel Horizon.
Looters’ excavations exposed what appear to be primarily earthen mounds atop the
foundational mud layers under Structure 5C-01. The scale and layout of these mounds will
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remain unknown until further excavations take place. The depth between Tn1 and Tn2 suggests
that about 5-6 meters of the earliest construction layers remain undiscovered, with only glimpses
of more earthen mounds (see Section 5.3.3.1). From the available evidence, exposed by looters
and archaeological excavations alike, it is possible to discern that builders at El Achiotal raised a
very large two-tiered platform, 5C-01-sub 8 with an 8-step staircase on the north side (see Fig.
A.5.5). Contrary to earlier earthen architectural features, this platform was a formal masonry
construction finished with a thick (~6-7cm) plaster floor and staircase. I was unable to determine
the precise dimensions of this building, as excavations did not reach any of its edges and I did
not excavate at its base. Its monumental size is attested to with the construction of three, if not
four, buildings on the summit (see Figs. 5.12 and 5.15). These buildings were arranged along the
east, south, and west edges in a patio group facing the open plaza to the north. So far, it is not
clear if these superstructures were part of the same building effort as Structure 5C-01-sub 8 or
added later. My excavations only recovered evidence for the eastern superstructure, Structure
5C-01-sub 8a, and what appears to be a low platform in the northeast corner, Structure 5C-01sub 8b. Maya architectural symmetry indicates it is highly likely that there were two more
buildings on the south and west sides. Structure 5C-01-sub 8a was at least a two-tiered
pyramidal building that was cancelled later in time with the massive construction of Structure
5C-01-sub 2.
The next identifiable architectural modification involved raising the patio floor on the
summit of the platform to form Structure 5C-01–sub 7. It is not entirely clear if there were
building modifications at this time. This new surface did not reach the northern edge of the
summit of Structure 5C-01-sub 8, and therefore the staircase was not remodeled at this time
either. Raising the surface yet again by a few inches, the builders laid the next phase, Structure

337

5C-01-sub 6, which added one step to the staircase. Subsequently, a small platform was
constructed at the northern edge, Structure 5C-01-sub 6 (Fig. A.5.6), which according to my
interpretation of the stratigraphy is the first threshold building in the sequence. It establishes the
first performance space that in my view intentionally elevated ritual activity, presumably
performed by a king or ruler, at the top of the staircase and along the central axis. It is the first
visible performance space intended to be seen and witnessed from the public plaza below. The
intentionality of the monumental construction of Structure 5C-01-sub 8 already suggests that
complex socio-political institutions were in place from an earlier date, but there was no clear
indication of public performance. My arguments for Structure 5C-01-sub 6a as a performance
platform are better supported when viewed in light of subsequent evidence.
At the top of the staircase, cancelling Structure 5C-01-sub 6a, the builders at El Achiotal
constructed a small, yet more formal threshold building, Structure 5C-01-sub 5. Unlike, its
predecessor, Structure 5C-01-sub 5 was a formal building with a basal platform and masonry
walls. Its position along the centerline at the top of the staircase and providing access to a more
restricted patio group is an architectural practice seen elsewhere, for example in Group H at
Uaxactun, where Structure H-sub 10 serves the equivalent function. Not enough of Structure
5C-01-sub 5 survives in order to compare decorative patterns to other examples in the Maya
Lowlands. However, partial decoration on one of its doorjambs does reveal a pattern quite
reminiscent of textiles or, perhaps, of scaffolding, both of which are symbolically associated with
early kingship (Freidel and Reilly 2010; Freidel, et al. n.d.; Guernsey 2006b) (see Section 6.3).
It is likely that there is a conflation of symbols and meaning intentionally displayed on the
doorjamb painting, associated with the emergence of kingship at El Achiotal. I interpret this
building with its simple, yet telling iconography as the first aesthetic representation of a
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symbolic vocabulary integrated into an architectural program that speaks of the presence of
political structure and ideology at the site. Earlier monumentality and construction efforts
suggested some form of political organization in place, but the absence of associated
iconography and artifactual evidence limits the extent of my interpretations.
In keeping with the formula for divine kingship at El Achiotal, the subsequent
construction phase is perhaps even more straightforward. Structure 5C-01-sub 4 replaced the
previous small threshold building with a larger temple. Decorated on the exterior walls with
sophisticated, stylistically unique, and ideologically charged murals, Structure 5C-01-sub 4 is a
definitive statement of the presence of a political institution at El Achiotal. In general by the
Late Preclassic El Achiotal was clearly a part of the regional political geography as evinced by
its mainstream symbolic vocabulary. This building further asserts the significant role played by
those who used it in such regional dynamics and interactions. In addition to the painted murals,
a modeled stucco mask was built onto the central axis staircase at the top, just outside of the
temple doorway. I interpret the doorway-level salient above this mask also as a performance
space, where a ruler could stand with the temple as backdrop. Later, in the Classic Period, rulers
were portrayed standing on images representing the locations where they performed (Stuart and
Houson 1994) so that the mask likely represents that place for a performing El Achiotal ruler.
Also exposed in my excavations were masks flanking the main staircase and these decorated the
upper tier of Structure 5C-01-sub 8.
Radiocarbon dates from samples recovered from ash lenses discovered on the floors in
association with the exterior of Structure 5C-01-sub 4 place their burning event in the Late to
Terminal Preclassic Period (ca. 50 B.C.E. – 250 C.E.) (see Table 7.3). Of the three ash lenses,
#2 provided the least evidence for intensive and long-term burning, yet the broad range of dates

339

for this ash lens is from the 1st century B.C. to the 3rd century C.E. In large part, all three ash
lenses dates fall generally in the same range, making it impossible to narrow the event beyond
the time period. Pottery from construction fill burying Structure 5C-01-sub 4 corresponds
entirely to the Late Preclassic Period, suggesting that the building was buried no later than some
time in the Terminal Preclassic (ca. 200-250 C.E.).
Structure 5C-01-sub 4 was partially destroyed and buried under massive heaps of
construction fill that presumably formed the superstructure for 5C-01-sub 2. Structure 5C-01sub 4 was destroyed and covered in a sequence of events rather than a single act. Tunnel
excavations at the base of the platform revealed what appears to be the armature of a mask.
These walls, however, were stripped of all plaster and iconographic symbolism. The
intentionality of such acts is evident when comparing the wall surface with other parts of the
building where plaster is well preserved, such as the staircase and the temple, ruling out natural
erosion or deterioration. Subsequently, a large informal platform was constructed that covered
the basal architecture and staircase, but left the temple exposed. This was followed by a formal
platform, identified in the excavations as floor Beleb, which encircled the exterior of the temple.
Because there is no evidence for this floor inside the temple chamber, I argue that the walls were
still intact and the interior was still accessible when this floor was laid. Subsequently, the walls
were cut fairly evenly at the level of the floor, with the exception of Mural 1. It is unknown how
long this process took, but it seems to have taken place over several stages while the temple was
still in use. It is difficult to ascertain, but the sequenced effort to bury this building speaks to its
importance as an icon of symbolic power at the center, one that required a thoughtful, and
perhaps reverential ending to its use. Radiocarbon dates are not fine-grained enough to highlight
small temporal differences between Ash Lens #3, at the corner and base of the staircase buried
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by phase –sub 3, and the burning events on the summit in association with the temple (ash lenses
#1 and 2).
Up to this point, the architectural sequence appears to maintain a similar style, scale, and
overall layout. Based on the stratigraphic evidence, changes or remodeling events occurred
frequently and required relatively little construction materials, as size and scale did not
drastically change. After Structure 5C-01-sub 4, however, major changes occurred and we begin
to see enormous efforts to cover and cancel all earlier buildings, and efface the surfaces of some
iconography that identified that earlier period or recalled a particular ideological practice or
affiliation. The remaining sequence is less well understood, except for some information from
Structure 5C-01-sub 2. This building also underwent a series of modifications and remodeling
events that are not entirely clear, but that mostly took place along the front and central staircase.
Proportionately, this construction effort was so large that it extended all the way to the plaza,
enlarging the footprint of the basal platform and slightly shifting the orientation and central axis
of the building. Large and stylistically mainstream stucco masks flanked its staircase and these
were very similar to masks at other Late Preclassic Period sites (see Section 6.6). Structure 5C01-sub 2 clearly represented a major shift in the political structure and stability at El Achiotal,
perhaps responding to regional events and/or turmoil. Unlike the numerous construction efforts
throughout the first several centuries that formed and changed the main temple locus at El
Achiotal, now buried under mound 5C-01, not much happened after Structure 5C-01-sub 2.
Some Early Classic pottery was found in the rubble associated with the structure, but without
associated architecture.
Evidence for the final construction activity on Structure 5C-01 is faint, but some
interesting features must be pointed out. With the exception of some badly preserved lines of
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stone blocks visible on the south and west slopes of the mound and the portion of the basal
platform wall uncovered in sub-operation E, my excavations and my study of the looters’ trench
profiles revealed absolutely no further architectural features. Curiously, several of the floors
exposed in LT1, LT2 and LT3 abruptly end with no association with other architectural features.
There is some vague evidence for a construction staircase visible in the west profile of LT3, but
that remains unconfirmed. The units excavated in sub-operation C that were intended to expose
the base of the staircase and associated floors proved futile. Looters’ damage was insufficient to
account for the missing architecture of Structure 5C-01, the final phase. Erosion and collapse
could not be the explanation, as there was no evidence to support it. Only two potential
scenarios remain: the building was never finished, or that it was destroyed following a decline in
political power at the site and used in the construction of other buildings. I will return to this
problem a bit later.

8.2. Kingship at El Achiotal: integrating art and architecture
In the absence of royal burials or luxury artifacts indicative of the presence of a highranking group of individuals, or an elite at El Achiotal, it was necessary to find other ways of
elucidating the nature of kingship at the site. I expect future excavations in other buildings and
areas of the center to reveal more data on the subject. The size of buildings at the site and their
layout over the top of the ridge are not representative of a small village but rather of a small
ceremonial center with functionally specific edifices organized around open, public and private
spaces. At the southernmost end of this elongated settlement is Structure 5C-01, towering 17
meters over the plaza level. The size and monumentality of El Achiotal required planning and
coordination. Massive amounts of earth and mud were moved to begin construction as early as
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the transition from the Middle to the Late Preclassic Periods. The long sequence of apparently
frequent construction buried under Structure 5C-01 does not represent a simple communal effort
that developed out of group harmonization. Certainly, there was a group of leaders or elites that
commanded these efforts, as was no doubt the case at contemporaneous communities similarly
servicing trade and communication from the Central Karstic Upland centers to markets and allies
in the west. An example was the emerging center of El Tigre on the shores of the Candelaria
River to the northwest, with its monumental architecture decorated with large stucco masks
(Vargas Pacheco 2001).
To date, there is no evidence for residential areas at the site. Without further
archaeological testing, presuming that the northern half of the ridge was used for perishable
buildings and commoner residences is unfounded. At this point, the more reasonable
explanation is that the surrounding landscape was dotted with households and residences
constructed atop small islands in the wetlands. One such example exists that is located only one
kilometer north of the ceremonial precinct of El Achiotal (see Fig. 3.10) and I suspect that a
survey in the bajos will encounter more. Similar types of settlement patterns existed in the
wetlands and along the rivers of the Candelaria Basin, just north-northwest of El Achiotal on the
Mexican side of the border, as historical documents and archaeological studies indicate (Scholes
and Roys 1968; Siemens and Puleston 1972; Vargas Pacheco 2001). With the available evidence
I cannot explain the original social processes that led to the construction of the ceremonial
center, nor how the first ruler or king took office, but I can provide an approximate account of
construction events that shaped the site.
By the Late Preclassic Period, El Achiotal was a well-developed center with a political
institution in place. Test pits throughout contain pottery from that period in most, if not all
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layers, indicating that the Late Preclassic Period represented the time of greater occupation at the
site. Commensurate with the commissioning of art and architecture connoting the institution of
divine kingship, the Late Preclassic Period seems to have been the moment of greatest prosperity
and importance at El Achiotal. The symbolic vocabulary displayed in the murals of Structure
5C-01-sub 4 is not incipient. While different stylistically, conceptually the murals contain a
sophisticated conflation of Maya mainstream symbols and meanings with demonstrable
knowledge of more ancient ideologies, such as the Olmec. The artist and the people who
commissioned the murals were fluent in the ideology and symbolic vocabulary of Middle and
Late Preclassic Mesoamerica, and especially of the Maya.
Embedded in the theme of the murals are a variety of concepts that relate to a regional
ideology and that have been interpreted elsewhere as expressions of divine kingship. The single
most straightforward example of this is the trefoil jewel represented as the crown diadem of a
bundle mask painted on Mural 1. The element alone is stylistically Maya, the same as other
contemporaneous examples, such as the fuchsite mask found in Tikal Burial 85 and as the central
jewel on the headband of the upper masks on Structure 5C-2nd at Cerros (Coe 1965; Freidel and
Schele 1988a) (see Section 6.4.1). Further, the similarity in composition between Mural 1 and
belt assemblages worn by rulers from the Late Preclassic onwards can tell us something about
the heritage of belt assemblages and ancestral bundles. A significant component of the attire of
kings, therefore, became the metaphorical inclusion of ancestors by means of their symbolic
representation as bundles. Simultaneously, as Mural 2 indicates, bundles also contained tokens
of value and power, perhaps metaphoric representations of currency, as expressed with profile
polymorphs.
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Structure 5C-01-sub 4, therefore, was decorated with the symbols of rulership and power.
Architecturally, the position of the temple at the top of the staircase, fronting a restricted patio
group and functioning as a backdrop for ritual and ceremonial performances, already indicated
rulership was in place at El Achiotal. With the evidence from the murals, I argue that this
building was a bundle house (section 8.2.2), a place where bundling events took place and where
bundles were brought, kept/stored, ritually charged in ceremony, exchanged, presented as gifts,
and used in other ways. At the same time, the building was brought to life using symbolism of
power, life and breath, as the profile polymorphs and volutes on murals 2 and 4 indicate. The
representation of bundles and bundled items surrounding the building imbued it with a
multiplicity of meanings associated with ancestry, kingship, and transformation, which in turn
empowered and transformed it into sacred space. All eight murals were framed by vertically
positioned J-scroll-and-bracket motifs. If Guernsey’s (2006b) identification of this motif as cloth
is correct, then they are not only bundling each set of stacked elements, the entire set of paintings
are also “bundling” the building. I also conceive this as a direct reference to the temple as a
bundle house, not only associated with kingship but also with the political economy, as bundles
also indicate storing and transportation of currencies and commodities (Freidel, et al. 2002;
McAnany 2010; Stuart 2006).
In addition to the murals, the small mask on the upper steps of the staircase was a
performance platform for an individual, certainly a ruler. With the temple as backdrop,
decorated in dark red over a cream plaster, the divine king could perform in front of the crowd
gathered below. As seen from the plaza, the king would stand on the head of Mask 1, which I
interpret as a turtle (see section 6.5). In Maya mythology, the turtle represents the earth from
whence life emerges and it is materialized metaphorically with the image of the Maize God
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performing in and emerging from the carapace of the turtle. Here, the black band painted on the
staircase risers would be seen from below as connecting the turtle with the earth. There are
examples of this in the Preclassic Period on the murals at San Bartolo (Taube, et al. 2010:Fig.
46) and painted on a Codex-style vessel from the Classic Period (K1892), as well as other
examples. As a metaphor for fertility, life, and the foundation for divine kinship, rulers
performing at the top of the staircase on Structure 5C-01-sub 4, on the head of the turtle, equated
themselves with the Maize God. Perhaps, among the multiple meanings embedded in the
symbolism of this building, it also represented a turtle effigy. Thus, ritual ceremonies of the king
validating and justifying his divine status that took place in the building would be like the Maize
God performing inside the turtle carapace.
The expressions of kingship at El Achiotal are not conceptually unique, yet their style
appears to be a local variation in so far as Structure 5C-01-sub 4 indicates. That local expression
changed, however, towards the end of the Preclassic Period. Radiocarbon dates from the exterior
of Structure 5C-01-sub 4 reveal activities still taking place on the outside of that building in the
2nd century C.E. (see Table 7.3). In addition to the massive architectural transformation
discussed above, Structure 5C-01-sub 2 was decorated with very large, mainstream masks
flanking the central staircase several years, probably decades after. This was a definitive change
in the character of representation, one slightly late when compared to the appearance of these
style of masks elsewhere in the lowlands.
The growth of Late Preclassic centers throughout the lowlands was exponential, reaching
sophisticatedly higher levels of institutional complexity than archaeologists had previously
anticipated before the last generation (Adams 1977). Alongside the shear monumentality of
architectural programs and patterns in design and layout of city plans, art became essential as a
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means for communicating the growing political ideology of the elite (Freidel and Schele 1988a,
b; Guernsey 2006a; Miller 2001; Mora-Marín 2009). Throughout the Maya Lowlands, buildings
were decorated with painted and sculpted propaganda and visual statements of power, affirming
the elites’ divine right to rule. The practice became ubiquitous at important ceremonial centers,
from as far east as Cerros (Freidel 2005) in Belize, at Cival, Holmul, Uaxactun, Nakbe and El
Mirador in the core region of Petén (Estrada-Belli 2006, 2011; Hansen 1998; Valdés 1991), and
as far west as El Tigre, along the Candelaria River (Vargas Pacheco 2001) in southern
Campeche, Mexico. Variation exists among the different masks throughout the lowlands, but
within the parameters of Preclassic Maya ideology, they consist of representations of the
Principle Bird Deity, jaguars, turtles, and other deities, such as the Sun and Rain gods, and
variations of these. It is possible to find conflated themes or variants that result from regional or
local differences and styles.
In general, exterior paint was also a common practice for certain kinds of buildings in the
Late Preclassic Period. Some in particular shared similarities with Structure 5C-01-sub 4, such
as Structure H-sub 10 at Uaxactun (Valdés 1989, 1991), Structure 5D-sub.10-1st at Tikal (Coe
1965), and Pinturas Sub-1B at San Bartolo (Hurst 2005). Except for Structure 5C-01-sub 4 at El
Achiotal, all these examples share a similar style with each other, which is that of individuals
framed by scrolls or volutes, and they are painted on architectural angles, such as building
corners or insets. In some cases, such as Structure H-sub 10 from Uaxactun, the building is
located in a similar architectural configuration as Structure 5C-01-sub 4 at El Achiotal. The
scrolls or volutes framing the individuals might be symbolically representing the life of the ruler
as a sacred or divine being. By extension, they also imbue the building with meaning of life and
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sacredness, while at the same time denoting the building as a locus for the celebration of the
institution of kingship.

8.2.1. Kingship, Architecture, and Royal Burials
There is no doubt that kingship was present at El Achiotal during the Preclassic. What is
not known, however, is how individuals acquired that position. This is a major question that
remains unanswered for the entire Maya Lowlands during most of the Preclassic Period. The
celebration of divine, dynastic kingship through paternal descent appears for the first time at
Tikal in the Late Preclassic Period. Classic Period kings at Tikal refer retrospectively to Yax
Ehb Xook as the founder of the dynastic line (Martin and Grube 2008:26), and it is the only
example recorded to date. Incidentally, chronological placement of this king as the founder was
reached by way of calculating the average length of subsequent, and better-documented reigns,
placing him in the first century C.E. –c. 90. As a result Burial 85, discovered in Tikal’s North
Acropolis (Coe 1965, 1990a), was assigned to this king and became the earliest royal tomb
associated with a dynasty thus far discovered in the Maya Lowlands. Aside from this example,
other Preclassic high-ranking interments have only been found in residential contexts and outside
of pyramidal buildings (Hammond 1999; Pellecer 2006). The absence of burials in these
structures that celebrated the institution of kingship is very obvious for this early time period in
the Maya Lowlands and has been noted by others (Brown 2013:57; Estrada-Belli 2011).
A recent discovery in the Preclassic Group E at Xunantunich revealed what Brown
(2013:59) refers to as a tomb-like feature located in the summit and centerline of Structure E-21st-a, which appears to be the eastern building in an E-Group. As Brown pointed out, there are
other examples of Preclassic burials in association with E-Groups, including at the sites of

348

Uaxactun and Chan (Ricketson, et al. 1937; Robin 2012). The example from Uaxactun is of lipto-lip caches containing skulls and bones, whereas Burial 8 from Chan resembles more
traditional Classic Period royal tombs, but dates to the Late Preclassic (Novotny 2012;
Ricketson, et al. 1937; Robin, et al. 2012). E-Groups have been studied for a long time and
recent research has shed light on the important role of these architectural arrangements in
shaping Early and Middle Preclassic communities, socially and politically (see Doyle 2012;
Estrada-Belli 2011; Inomata, et al. 2013). Within the discussion of burial practices in association
with the function of buildings, I would argue that interments in E-Groups lack the symbolic
meaning of later royal tombs inside pyramidal buildings. There is no evidence supporting the
idea that E-Group buildings were constructed in commemoration of the individual or lineage
interred, or commissioned to house them. Instead, it seems plausible that the individuals interred
in E-Group buildings were considered important and meriting a final resting place in a sacred
space. In a sense, these burial deposits could have been offerings sanctifying the ritual space. It
is also possible to think about these examples as the segue to later practices, where with time
buildings became imbued with social memory (McAnany 2010).
Elsewhere in Mesoamerica, royal or high-ranked burial practices in the Middle Preclassic
Period were different and in fact do reflect a greater association with architecture. For instance,
at the site of Chiapa de Corzo, in Chiapas, Mexico, royal burials were encountered in Mound 17
(Clark and Hansen 2001:7) and at Tak’alik Ab’aj in the piedmont of western Guatemala
archaeologists discovered an elaborate interment in Structure 6 and dated to Cal 775 to 510
B.C.E. (Lavarreda and Orrego 2012). As these two cases demonstrate, burying rulers or highranked individuals in mounds as venerated ancestors with an array of luxury items was a known
practice in other regions of Preclassic Mesoamerica, but was not practiced by the lowland Maya.
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Certain buildings in ceremonial centers might be honoring a deceased ruler in the highlands and
Pacific slopes, but what still remains unknown from these cases is whether that ruler was a
member of a dynastic line.
Buildings in the Preclassic Maya Lowlands were likely not constructed to celebrate and
commemorate kingship for an individual or a dynasty; instead, ideologically charged edifices
were commissioned for the sake of the institution. This reflects on the fact that the position of
king or ruler was not ascribed, but was likely earned or achieved. An individual that merited
being offered or buried in a building of great importance to a community, such as the E-Group
complex, was certainly someone of high status, rank, or a key player in community ritual
politics. It could very well have been a ruler or king, but its burial in a sacred place with
communal significance was conceptually and symbolically distinct from later practices. The
association of buildings with kingship therefore lies elsewhere, and I propose that the evidence in
this dissertation is revealing of the importance of kinship in the political economy.
While the looters penetrated deeply into Structure 5C-01 they found nothing. There is no
evidence that looters came upon any ritual features such as tombs or caches, although it was
impossible to explore the interior of the temple, as looters mostly destroyed it. Regardless, there
is enough evidence visible in the tunnel profiles to argue that the Preclassic architectural
sequence under Structure 5C-01 was not built as a funerary pyramid with the intention of
burying kings or to commemorate an elite lineage.

8.3. Structure 5C-01-sub 4 as a Bundle House
There is a commemoration to the institution of kingship displayed in the associated
iconography on Structure 5C-01-sub 4, but in a slightly different way than we find traditionally
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on Late Preclassic buildings. The representation of bundles throughout the exterior led me to
posit that this building was a bundle house. Bundles were not exclusively associated with bones
and ancestry, but also used to wrap, store, and transport other kinds of materials and artifacts.
Classic Period iconography and epigraphy indicate bundles also contained royal insignia (Ayala
2010) or currency (Stuart 2006). Bundling is a practice that is well documented from the
Preclassic Period through the 16th century and was symbolically associated with social, political,
and economic issues (Guernsey and Reilly 2006; McAnany 2004, 2010; Olivier 2010; Roskamp
2010).
As a bundle house, Structure 5C-01-sub 4 had a specific function that was tied to both the
political economy and governing ideology through the institution of kingship, expressed through
iconographic displays. As discussed above and in Chapter 6, Mural 1 represents the insignia of
rulership through the display of the huunal or trefoil jewel. It also makes reference to ancestry
through the symbolic display of a bundle mask, for which the equivalent archaeological evidence
was discovered at Tikal in Burial 85. The profile polymorphs comprising Mural 2 allude to
symbolism of power, life, breath, supernatural essence, as well as jade (Freidel and Schele
1988a; Taube 2005). These are all qualities appropriated by individuals to legitimize their rule,
and their use in the Classic Period as part of jewels in headdress and loincloth compositions
indexing the materiality of these objects that accrued sacred power (Schele and Miller 1986),
preciosities stored in bundles, literally and metaphorically. The iconographic representation of
these symbols as bundled objects also conveys the notion of wealth and concepts of value (see
Freidel 1993).
Further evidence for the connection of profile polymorphs with bundles comes from their
canonical appearance in association with royal ear flare assemblages. Royal crowns were
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encompassing helmets framing the face of kings and they included bundle knots on the side
flanges above and below the ear flares. The enthroned king on the San Bartolo Pinturas Sub-1A
West wall mural is being crowned with such a flanged helmet. He also carries a knot of white
cloth as a symbol of his bundle. In many instances of such framing crowns on kings and gods
polymorphic-headed snakes emerge from ear flares as animate breath (Taube and Ishihara-Brito
2012). The specific argument is that jade, the principle material for royal ear flares beginning in
the Preclassic Period, captures the “breath spirit that departs at death” (Taube and Ishihara-Brito
2012:151). With that in mind, it is possible to posit that the bundling of profile polymorphs
symbolized not only wealth and preciousness through the materiality of jade, but was
simultaneously linked to past kings and stored the spirit of dead souls. In the Early Classic
Tomb 1 at Rio Azul, Guatemala, the walls are painted with complicated iconography
symbolizing the watery underworld and cosmological landscape (Acuña 2007b). Part of that
composition includes representations of profile polymorphs or serpent heads stacked as jewels,
next to vertically painted pop, or mat symbolism on both sides of the tomb’s western end. I see a
conceptual equivalency between that specific iconography in the context of the tomb and the
interpretations of bundles I provide in my analysis of the murals from El Achiotal. As an
enclosed space carved out of bedrock, the tomb is further decorated with symbols at the entrance
that might be connoting textiles and wrapping (see Guernsey 2006b; Stuart 1996), while at the
same time depicting stacked jewels. The Early Classic tomb, therefore, is metaphorically
recalling the notion of bundled ancestors, wealth, sacredness, and ultimately kingship. The tomb
becomes a mortuary bundle.
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8.3.1. Regional Comparisons
There are no references to Preclassic bundles houses in the available literature. The
function and meaning of these loci in Preclassic ceremonial centers is significant for casting light
on the early forms of kingship, the political economy, and the function of particular buildings.
Perhaps there are other examples of bundle houses in the Preclassic Lowlands that have not been
identified as such. For example, Holmul Building B in northeastern Petén (Estrada-Belli 2008,
2009) decorated with large stucco masks flanking the grand staircase representing sacred jaguarmountains with the image of an old person or deity emerging from the feline’s open mouth
(Estrada-Belli 2008). Depicted on the sides of the feline are skulls and crossed long bones,
which in practice were often removed from burials and bundled as a means to commune with
ancestors (McAnany 1995; Navarro Farr, et al. 2008; Storey 2004).
Mesoamerican societies in general conceptualized mounds and pyramids as emulations of
mountains in a natural landscape (Freidel and Schele 1988b; Miller and Taube 1993:120; Reilly
1999:18; Stuart 1997; Stuart and Houson 1994:82; Vogt 1964:501; Vogt and Stuart 2005:156157), a trope that survived through the Colonial Period into modern day. Many indigenous
groups still believe that mountains are the dwelling places of ancestors (Adams and Brady
2005:304; Vogt 1964:498-499; Vogt and Stuart 2005:180). I demonstrated that the Early Classic
Maya embedded the culturally constructed landscape with ideological concepts of sacred
mountains (Acuña 2007b). As an early expression of that practice, Building B at Holmul
illustrates a Preclassic association of a sacred mountain-place with ancestors in the form of
bundles through the representation of skulls and crossed long bones, as these are explicitly
depicted emanating from bundles carried by Early Classic kings on stelae at Tikal (Jones and
Satterthwaite 1982). This concept is elaborated later, as the Early Classic burials at Rio Azul
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exemplify, where the building itself is further charged with power by placing the ancestors
within in the form of elaborate full-bodied burials and no longer as bundles. In sum, rather than
funerary pyramids, I argue the Maya of the Preclassic might have built bundle houses to
celebrate important or deified individuals, but that these structures have not yet been recognized
as such by archaeologists.
While the above examples (Rio Azul and Holmul) suggest an association between
architecture and bundling, and symbolic references to ancestry, they are not explicitly bundle
houses the way that Structure 5C-01-sub 4 is. The best comparable example that shares
architectural similarities to consider for now is in Group H-X at Uaxactun. Despite not being
entirely uncovered, my excavations revealed sufficient architectural features to suggest the
layout of the buildings associated with Structure 5C-01-sub 5 and –sub 4 was like Group H-X at
Uaxactun: structures built atop a large foundational platform (Structure 5C-01-sub 8 at El
Achiotal) arranged around a closed patio. The orientation, size, and forms are not identical, but
the layout or arrangement of the buildings is extremely alike: at the top of a staircase flanked by
stucco masks is a threshold building, with structures on either side; a larger structure at the back
of the patio forming a triad with two smaller structures facing each other at the front of it. I
identified three buildings at El Achiotal arranged like those at Uaxactun: Structure 5C-01-sub 5
(and later –sub 4) at El Achiotal is equivalent to Structure H-X-sub 10; Structure 5C-01-sub 8b is
located in the same position as Structure H-X-sub 6 at Uaxactun; and finally, Structure 5C-01sub 8a is analogous to Structure H-X-sub 4 (Fig. 8.1). Unlike Uaxactun, however, not all the
buildings were decorated with masks (see Valdés 1989), insofar as the evidence from El Achiotal
indicates.
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Figure 8.1. a) Reconstructed plan map of Structure 5C-01-sub 5 and –sub 4; b) Plan map and
layout of Uaxactun Group H-X (modified from Freidel et al. 1993:Fig. 3:12).
In addition to the architectural arrangement being similar, the threshold building at El
Achiotal, Structure 5C-01-sub 5, was decorated with crossed motifs on the west doorjamb (see
Fig. 6.2) akin to the mat motif modeled on the walls of Structure H-X-sub 10 at Uaxactun. Not
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only are these buildings alike architecturally and were decorated on corners and doorjambs, but I
posit that they served similar functions. Identified as a place for performance (Freidel, et al.
1993:142-143), Structure H-X-sub 10 was also decorated with modeled stucco masks on the
platform below the mat panels representing bundle masks, as identified by the flanged earflares
and the knot beneath the chin (see Fig. 6.5). Further, Guernsey (2006b:34) proposed that the
woven mat designs decorating the walls of Structure H-X-sub 10 “literally wrapped the structure
in a textile motif.” Essentially, therefore, Structure H-X-sub 10 was symbolically bundled.
Additionally, the building was imbued with meaning associated with kingship and ancestry
through images of the Maize God in the masks, but also through the representation of
lords/ancestors framed by volutes on the corners. The iconographic composition is associated
symbolically with concepts of creation, kingship, ancestral veneration, and bundling. The masks
on the platform façade are symbolically on a bundle (represented by the temple), in a manner
conceptually analogous to the fuschite mask on the funerary bundle in Tikal Burial 85, the ritual
bundle with a mask painted on the West Wall of Pinturas Sub-1A at San Bartolo, and El Achiotal
Mural 1 (see Figs. 6.7, 6.8a and b).
Architecturally, only Structure 5C-01-sub 5 is like Structure H-X-sub 10 at Uaxactun. At
El Achiotal, the function of the threshold building changed when it was remodeled into Structure
5C-01-sub 4. No longer a throughway, or portal, it is possible that the change symbolized a
political transformation marking an increased emphasis on the political economy. Yet, its
location continued to mark the space as the most sacred, and iconographically Structure 5C-01sub 4 symbolized it as such, but it served an additional function that required a closed temple.
As a bundle house, in addition to symbolizing an ideology it might have actually been used as a
place for bundling items, ancestors, or bringing bundles for ritual purposes, and other kinds of
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ritual activities. What happened inside the building became very important. It is quite possible
that Structure 5D-Sub.10-1st at Tikal served a similar function. This building is also decorated
with standing figures framed by volutes on all its corners and wall insets, and a sky band
circulating the building along the top of the walls. The sky band is decorated in the lower
register by J-scroll-and-bracket motifs, and while not identified as textile in that context, I would
encourage further analysis of this as a possibility. Thus, the sky band could be serving a double
function of establishing the celestial realm of ancestors, while at the same time enveloping the
building and marking it as “wrapped.”
Both at Tikal and Uaxactun these buildings face west, whereas at El Achiotal it faces
north (Coe 1965; Valdés 1989). At this point, I will not speculate on the intentionality and
meaning of the orientation of the structures at Tikal and Uaxactun, but site layout and planning
was certainly practiced by the ancient Maya (Ashmore 1991), and is key for understanding
building function. As I mentioned in Chapter 5, however, it is difficult to prove whether the
orientation at El Achiotal was deliberate or the result of the narrowness of the ridge, but my
inclination is to propose that the layout at El Achiotal was intentional, at least for the South
Group, and therefore the north-facing bundle house, overlooking the city, underscores its
political and economic significance in addition to ancestry. As David Freidel (2012b) pointed
out, north facing buildings are on the pivot, the north-south and vertical axis, rather than the path
or east-west and horizontal plane, therefore likely incorporating different meaning. As the most
important building at the small center, the temple encapsulated all symbolism relevant to
kingship at the site and stood as a firm statement of the power of its rulers, religiously sanctified,
and politically and economically successful.
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8.3.2. Broader Implications
As threshold buildings, the bundle houses from Uaxactun and El Achiotal are portals into
the sacred space characterized by an enclosed and elevated patio with temples decorated with
ritual iconography. Symbolically, they reiterate the importance of ancestral veneration for divine
kingship, and they identify the entire architectural arrangement as the most sacred space in the
city. In addition to a space for ritual performances, these buildings also serve a political and, as I
argue, economic function. After all, Preclassic political authority was dependent on religious
sanctification.
Much remains to be studied regarding bundle houses in the Late Preclassic Period. It is
possible that Late Preclassic bundle houses were analogous or functionally similar to Classic
Period popol nah structures (Fash, et al. 1992). Perhaps the mat symbolism that decorates
Structure 10L-22A at Copan, for instance, had its origins in earlier bundle houses and is recalling
its ancestral association. It is also possible that the Terminal Classic and Postclassic Puuc
buildings decorated with mat panels (Kowalski and Dunning 1999; Kowalski and Miller 2006)
are later versions of bundled architecture in a much more elaborate form, but also recalling the
original concept. These later political structures, or council houses, reinforce the argument that
earlier bundle houses were important political buildings as well, and the Preclassic examples can
in turn help reveal aspects of their origins, meaning, and how they changed over time. It appears
that significant political and economic structures were imbued with strong ritual and ideological
symbolism that was transformed over time as Classic Period politics took shape.
As scholars have discussed, bundling was an important aspect in all Mesoamerican
societies through time (Guernsey and Reilly 2006; McAnany 2010; Olivier 2010). The
identification of bundles has primarily been associated with ancestry, as much of the
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iconography suggests, but there are many other uses and representations of bundles that have
more economic and political connotations (Olivier 2006; Reents-Budet 2006; Stuart 2006).
Regardless, all bundles were associated with power –religious, economic, and political– in
Mesoamerica from the Preclassic through the Postclassic periods. Bundle houses per se have not
been identified in the archaeological record prior to my work at El Achiotal, but there are
iconographic examples. For instance, a Classic Period Maya incised vessel (K3844) and, two
Mixtec examples depicted in the Nuttal and Seden codices (Olivier 2006:Figs. 5 and 9), among
others. Despite their distance over space and time, the Classic and Postclassic Period examples
are similar in representation: a temple in profile with a large bundle inside. Although
preliminary, these identifications are indicative of the need to do more extensive research on
bundle houses in order to identify them archaeologically, as the analysis above on Structure HX-sub 10 at Uaxactun indicates.
It is becoming clear that bundle houses were important buildings for ritual as well as
politics. Numerous vessels from the Classic Period are decorated with scenes of rulers receiving
tribute, many times in bundles. It is possible, therefore, that bundle houses in the Preclassic
Period represented that connection with the political economy, yet heavily imbued with ritual
and ideology as the means to ensure kingship and power. Only future research will help clarify
these associations over time and space, but the results offered in this dissertation clearly exalt the
importance of bundle houses.

8.4. Contextualizing El Achiotal in the Political Geography of the Lowland Maya in the
Preclassic Period
Early on in this dissertation I summarized how the Maya lowland political organization
has been conceptualized. There is consensus among scholars that the first Maya state
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materialized in the Late Preclassic Period, emerging from complex socio-political institutions
less well understood in the Middle Preclassic (Estrada-Belli 2011; Freidel 1981; Hansen 1998,
2001, 2012; Reese-Taylor and Walker 2002; Vargas Pacheco 2001). The processes and
structures of the Late Preclassic state are less well defined than those of the Classic Period.
Attempts have been made at the local level that rely on a mixing-and-matching of characteristics
from a broader core region, with pieces of evidence from multiple sites and without a solid
chronological sequence, but essentially making a case for El Mirador, perhaps the most
important site in the core of the lowlands at the advent of the state (e.g. Hansen 2012).
Interpretations stemming from research at a series of other sites are proving useful, but have yet
to be contextualized in relation to the major core centers. The archaeology and iconography at
these sites is revealing a great deal of information regarding the social, political, and symbolic
institutions since the Early Preclassic Period (e.g. Ceibal), and especially during the Middle and
Late Preclassic Periods (e.g. Cival, El Palmar, Xunantunich). Data and contexts from these sites
indicate that people at each center chose various forms of ideological expression, yet broadly
adhered to developing regional traditions and canons.
Regional dynamics of interaction and contact over long distances seem to have played a
key role in the growth of complexity throughout Mesoamerica beginning at least in the Early
Preclassic Period (Rosenswig 2010), and they remained important through the contact period
(Scholes and Roys 1968; Tozzer 1941). In the Central Karstic Uplands area, large causeways
radiating out of El Mirador (Hansen 2001; Hernández and Schreiner 2006) indicate the
importance of mobility across the immediate landscape, and they emanate towards other centers
outside the core. Causeways would have facilitated transportation over a terrain subject to
seasonal inundation, in some places permanent as has been argued (Hansen 2012). Beginning in
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the Middle Preclassic Period (800 – 400 B.C.E.), the lowland Maya experienced exponential
growth in settlements, in sheer numbers and in size, and in social, political, and economic
complexity (Doyle 2012; Estrada-Belli 2006, 2011; Freidel, et al. 2002; Freidel and Schele
1988a; Hansen 1992, 2001, 2012; Reese-Taylor and Walker 2002; Saturno 2009; Vargas
Pacheco 2001).
Multiple lines of evidence from El Achiotal outlined in this dissertation suggest that this
small ceremonial center located on the western frontier of the Central Karstic Uplands interacted
in the regional political economy beginning in the Late Preclassic Period. Following my
preliminary visit and research at El Achiotal in 2009, I hypothesized the following:
“If El Achiotal was a frontier site between north-central Petén and western Mesoamerica
during the Middle and Late Preclassic, the sequence of architectural activity in Str. 5C-01
in the South Group should reflect regional socio-political events and changes through
time that are simultaneously associated with local and external development. Middle and
Late Preclassic features in general should be different from one another as they will be a
reflection of changes through time moving from a more hybrid style to one more locally
Maya. These differences would be in reaction to the effects of changing regional
interactions, particularly following the demise of the Olmec and the increased spread of
the Chicanel ceramic sphere. A detailed and accurate occupation history needs to be
established in order to better understand the site’s development, thereby permitting
suitable comparative research with other sites and placing El Achiotal within the broader
culture history of the Preclassic Maya” (Acuña 2010).
After two years of subsequent research, detailed in this dissertation, my general
hypothesis was partly confirmed. In essence, the overall proposal is maintained, although not
necessarily in the chronological sequence envisioned, nor exactly with the cultural aspects
implied regarding the Olmec and the Maya. The strongest dataset is iconographic and
architectural. My excavations did not discover non-local material, except for a very small
amount of obsidian blade fragments (see Table 7.1). As described above, the architectural
sequence was complex and responded to institutional and systemic changes. Contextualizing the
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art and architecture associated with Structure 5C-01 revealed very interesting results regarding
the site’s role or function in the regional political geography.

8.4.1. El Achiotal as a Frontier Site and Interregional Interaction
In Chapter 3 I described in detail the geographic characteristics of El Achiotal’s location,
making a strong case for its consideration as a frontier center, as explained in Chapter 2,
strategically located along a western communication network between the Central Karstic
Uplands and regions to the west. Its position in an ecotone relatively close to the core centers
characterizes it as an interior frontier of the Mirador state, rather than a salient site like Cerros,
Ceibal, or Altar de Sacrificios (Freidel, personal communication 2013). Furthermore, there is
favorable evidence in pollen records that civales, or perennially wet depressions, were more
extensive and held more water in the Late Preclassic Period, though they significantly dried
around the second century C.E. (Dunning, et al. 2002:277-278; Jacob 1995; Wahl, et al.
2006:387). Deeper and more extensive water in that era strengthens the case for canoe
transportation through that region, like the Postclassic example documented in the wetlands
along the Candelaria River basin (Scholes and Roys 1968; Siemens and Puleston 1972; Vargas
Pacheco 2001). With the natural drainage from El Achiotal towards the San Juan and San Pedro
Rivers, I propose that bulk commodities and luxury items were transported by canoe to and from
the core.
In light of this, I posit that El Achiotal played a key role in interregional interaction
networks in the Late Preclassic, participating alongside many other centers in securing the core
with a sustainable political economy supporting the state (cf. Rathje 2002; Reese-Taylor and
Walker 2002). Excavation results indicated that El Achiotal was likely settled in the transitional
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period between the Middle and Late Preclassic (c. 400-300 B.C.E.), probably not earlier, ruling
out direct contact with the Gulf Coast during its heyday. It remains more likely that contact was
with their descendant groups. Further, detailed analysis of the murals (Chapter 6) revealed that
the symbolic vocabulary and concepts displayed were not foreign to the lowland Maya, yet
hinted also at knowledge of broader Mesoamerican themes.
There is something to say about the unique style of the murals. While we cannot know
the ethnic affiliation of the people who built and used the site, nevertheless it might be possible
to argue, based on iconographic style, that the inhabitants of El Achiotal and immediately
surrounding area were a group with a distinct cultural affiliation from the population inhabiting
the Maya core. However, it is a difficult argument to support with the evidence at hand.
Guernsey (2006a:71) posited that “stylistic variation may have been employed by artists at each
site to promote notions of self/site-identity or cultural affiliation.” Like the “canoe people” of
the Acalan region at contact period (Scholes and Roys 1968), who were knowledgeable about
mobility in a wetland environment, perhaps the inhabitants of El Achiotal culturally
differentiated themselves from surrounding groups based on their trade skills and contact with
other peoples. The Preclassic iconography and pottery from El Tigre, located on the Candelaria
River margins, is stylistically similar to mainstream Late Preclassic Maya art and ceramic
traditions from the core region (Vargas Pacheco 2001), providing negative evidence towards my
argument of a distinct cultural affiliation for people environmentally circumscribed to the
wetlands between the core and the Gulf Coast. I do not believe this line of inquiry should be
discarded quite yet, however, as many sites in the lower basins of the San Pedro, Candelaria, and
Usumacinta Rivers, in Tabasco, dating to the Preclassic Period have yet to be systematically
investigated. Preliminary research in sites surrounding El Tigre has encountered greater Middle
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Preclassic occupation (e.g. Nueva Esperanza), including assemblages containing Olmec-style
artifacts, such as figurines, leading scholars to consider a strong Olmec presence in Tabasco
(Vargas Pacheco 2001:197).
Stylistic variation in the iconography of El Achiotal is better explained, for the moment,
based on the site’s characteristics as a frontier site. As centers where interactions and contact
between peoples and cultures take place, frontier sites are expected to exhibit variability (Green
and Perlman 1985). I demonstrated that the iconography of Mural 1 is conceptually linked with
Olmec ideology as far back as the Early Preclassic Period. The concept of bundles can also be
traced to the Olmec (Reilly 2006). If there was an Olmec presence in the Tabasco region in the
Middle Preclassic, it is possible that styles, ideas, and even people were moving across the
landscape into the Petén region. People, things, and ideas did not move in one direction,
however, and traditions growing out of Petén, such as pottery and iconography, were reaching
peoples in the frontiers.
I interpret the stylistic variability as resulting from the site’s role in the political
geography of the lowlands during the Preclassic Period, commanding an interaction route with
the west. As a way station on the border of the Central Karstic Uplands, El Achiotal maintained
a symbiotic relationship with core centers and was in contact with groups to the west and
northwest. While adhering to mainstream regional practices, such as pottery traditions, overall
construction and ideological canons, it also exerted a level of autonomy through its unique
iconographic style, perhaps associated with traditions in Tabasco that have yet to be found. I
recognize that variability is not entirely unusual, and increased data from sites throughout the
lowlands is demonstrating that some differences are expected (e.g. Uaxactun’s Group H, Cival).
I encourage scholars to think about variation in terms of a site’s geographic location, which can
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provide clues as to the function of the center and therefore shed light on its social, political, and
economic ranking within the system.
As a frontier site, in addition to enjoying a strategic position on the landscape, the
inhabitants of El Achiotal commanded a certain kind of knowledge necessary for their success
that would provide the leverage to negotiate their status with the core. In the advent of the state,
since the Middle Preclassic Period, monumentality and overall growth of core sites required a
sustainable basic staple commodity economy. This was necessary not only because of the
environmental limitations for long-term storage in the tropical lowlands (cf. Freidel and Reilly
2010), but it also because such an exchange network was used to satisfy the state’s demand for
prestige items (Drennan 1984; Rathje 1971, 1972).
It is well established now that interregional exchange was necessary for the development
and success of the state, which suggests there were ways of storing value and that currency in the
form of imperishable prestige items was probably incorporated into the system (Freidel 1993;
Freidel, et al. 2002; Freidel and Reilly 2010; Inomata, et al. 2010; Masson and Freidel 2002;
Rathje 1971, 1972, 2002; Reese-Taylor and Walker 2002). Evidence for foreign and luxury
items, indicators of differentiated social status, have been found in association with Middle
Preclassic contexts in the core region (Hansen 1998, 2001, 2012), suggesting that these networks
were formed alongside the emergence of other complex political institutions, such as kingship.
Peripheral and frontier sites were essential, therefore, for facilitating and controlling the
movement of goods in and out of the core. As a result, it was in the core’s interest to establish
and maintain a relationship with frontier sites that would not risk the interruption of the flow of
commodities (Rathje 2002). Some scholars have argued for direct control of commercial
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networks to the east on behalf of El Mirador, on the basis of their adherence to stylistic and
conceptual canons (Reese-Taylor and Walker 2002).
In the case of El Achiotal, I argue that their sophisticated knowledge of the wetland
system as an overland water route was necessary for navigating to and from the core and riverine
systems to the west. As the most direct route from the core to the San Pedro River and further
west, the inhabitants of El Achiotal used their location and knowledge to negotiate their status
with the core. Their location was intermediary between different modes of transportation,
functionally similar to a port, requiring places to store commodities. I hypothesize further that
the buildings along the western edge of the ridge might have been actual storage facilities for
large quantities of goods. Looters’ trenches reveal some are multichambered. There are
historically documented examples from the Yucatan peninsula of multichambered buildings in
villages visited by Spaniards that stored long-distance trade commodities (Freidel and Sabloff
1984:188). Landa also reports on the nature of storage with the purpose of trading, markets,
currencies and their importance in the lives of the population and as risk management
mechanisms (Tozzer 1941:96-97). There is ample room in the plazas as well as along the
northern half of the ridge at El Achiotal to accommodate large numbers of people, privately and
securely within the confines of the center, or more openly and publicly north of the settlement
limits.

8.4.2. Merging Ideology, Economy and Politics in Late Preclassic El Achiotal
As a bundle house at a frontier center, Structure 5C-01-sub 4 symbolized many things,
both ritual (e.g. ancestry, kingship, ingots of value) and secular (e.g. foodstuffs, merchandise).
The current data is insufficient for determining whether El Achiotal was settled from the onset
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with the intention of functioning as a frontier center, facilitating the movement of commodities
in and out of the core region. It is possible that the center emerged as an unintended
consequence (Joyce 2004). Specialized knowledge about navigating through the wetland system
might have given way to the establishment of a communication route, perhaps resulting from
early mobility and contact among groups. Construction of a formal ceremonial center would
have provided the inhabitants of the region, perhaps dispersed on islands, the status to negotiate
with large centers demanding circulation of and access to commodities, thus economically
securing and benefitting a growing population.
The early architectural sequence comprised of frequent remodeling and construction
events suggests the process of asserting status was relatively gradual and likely parallel to the
development of kingship at the site. Kingship was established, as evinced in the nature of the
architectural layout and composition, and the iconographic displays on Structure 5C-01-sub 4.
The murals themselves reflect the conflation of ideology, politics, and economy, as integral
components in the stabilization of the state. As such, Structure 5C-01-sub 4 does not celebrate
kingship alone, but also sheds light on the complex integration of multiple components into the
formalization and institutionalization of the state in the Late Preclassic at the regional level.
As a bundle house, Structure 5C-01-sub 4 was a sacred edifice serving multiple functions
associated with religion and ideology, commerce, and economy. It served as a ritual platform for
kingly performances by the ruler, necessary for legitimizing his position. At least symbolically,
if not literally, it served as a locus for receiving, exchanging, storing, and even making bundles
associated with ancestry, tokens of value, preciosities, currency, and other commodities. The
building conceptually represents the Preclassic political economy as well as divine kinship. The
multiple meanings embedded in the murals suggest that the king himself embodied the concept
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of sustenance, sacred and metaphorically linked to the well-being of the population. This
ideology can be traced back to Early Preclassic Mesoamerican ideology (Reilly 1996; Taube
1996; Taube 1995).
The rulers and likely some of the population at El Achiotal were knowledgeable about
ancient and current religious and political ideologies, as well as being skilled artists and
navigators of the wetlands. This knowledge, combined with their geographic position, provided
them with the leverage to negotiate and assert their status in relation to the core. These
characteristics placed El Achiotal in a different category from sites with E-Groups that served a
different function, and thus specialized in different knowledge (Doyle 2012; Estrada-Belli 2006,
2011) and were negotiating from different vantages within the interaction sphere. One site was
not less important than the other, but along the hierarchical spectrum of knowledge, each one
played a key role and function in the development of the state and increased complexity of its
institutions.
The Late Preclassic Maya state, therefore, cannot be understood from a top-down
perspective and each site’s participation cannot be determined by simply quantifying the
presence or absence of particular traits that will dictate its rank. The evidence from El Achiotal
and other sites exemplifies the complex and non-uniform (see Frachetti 2009) nature of early
state dynamics.

8.5. The End of the Late Preclassic: Changing Strategies and the Effects of Regional
Political Shifts
Hansen (2001; 2012:160) argues that El Mirador was abandoned in the second century
C.E., some time around or soon after 150 C.E.. In fact, he proposes large-scale depopulation in
the entire area he terms the “Mirador Basin,” now called the Central Karstic Uplands of Petén.
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In the Terminal Preclassic Period, therefore, the political core of the southern Maya Lowlands
underwent dramatic shifts. There was a decrease in monumental construction, a cessation in
commissioning carved monuments, and overall reduction in pomposity at sites in northern Petén
as an effect of El Mirador’s decline as a Preclassic superpower, but people nevertheless
continued to inhabit major sites. However, ceramics recovered from the edges of looters
trenches at Tintal, a large and monumental Preclassic center located between El Achiotal and El
Mirador, indicate continued occupation through the Terminal Classic Period (Hernández and
Mejía 2005), along with other sites. The sheer number of looters’ trenches at Tintal and the
discovery of an Early Classic royal burial there (Hansen, et al. 2005) suggest continuing Classic
Period occupation. Extensive exposure of fine ceramics in looted burials show that Nakbe was a
craft production center in the Late Classic where Codex-style pottery was manufactured (Forsyth
1993; Hansen 1993b; Reents-Budet 1994). Evidence suggests we cannot consider a major
abandonment of the area. Clearly, there were shifts in the nature of settlements, their importance
and affiliations. A lot more research is needed at sites in northern Petén to come to grips with
the Classic Period.
There is no question that the downturn of El Mirador’s prosperity and diminution of its
power was felt far and wide. Many sites waned and were completely abandoned as a result,
while others like Tikal managed to shift strategies and continue on into the Classic Period to
become major superpowers. Still others emerged as important polities in geographic proximity
to El Mirador, such as Naachtun (Reese-Taylor, et al. 2004). I originally hypothesized that El
Achiotal also had survived, given the presence of Early Classic pottery coming out from the first
test pits in the plazas and from surface collections outside the looters’ trenches in Structure 5C01. Test pitting in 2010 (Cruz 2011) and excavations on the outside of Structure 5C-01 (sub-
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operations C, E, and F) continued to encounter fairly large quantities of Early Classic pottery, but
they also represented the final cultural layer at the site. Poor preservation of the artifacts does
not allow for a fine-grained separation into earlier or later phases of the Early Classic Period, but
I suspect that the majority corresponds to the former. Finally, as I mentioned earlier,
construction of the final phase of Structure 5C-01 might not have been completed. With current
evidence, I posit that El Achiotal only survived momentarily into the Classic Period. After rapid
and monumental attempts to find solid footing in an unstable political landscape, the population
at El Achiotal failed to recover, and appearing to abandon efforts altogether by not finishing the
final construction.
I use the architectural and iconographic evidence associated with Structure 5C-01-sub 2
to construct possible reactions to the demise of El Mirador and its effects on El Achiotal.
Radiocarbon dates from the ash lenses described earlier in association with Structure 5C-01-sub
4 provide a no-earlier-than date for the subsequent phases. Correlation with the small sample of
pottery recovered from later fill places the construction of Structure 5C-01-sub 2 in and around
the second century C.E.. Structure 5C-01-sub 2 reflected a dramatic change in scale,
monumentality, and iconographic style, which I interpret as a major statement in response to
something –perhaps a faltering El Mirador state. El Achiotal would have been affected
drastically if the trade network on which it based its importance in the political landscape was
severed or weakened. The decline of Cerros, which was argued to have been under the control
of El Mirador because of its importance in the economy as a port of trade, has been associated
with the fall of that superpower (Reese-Taylor and Walker 2002). Despite how far the effects
were felt, not every site was affected, suggesting that differentiated success can be used to
understand each center’s autonomy in the political geography of the lowlands. The state did not
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disappear, but it did undergo changes. For instance, half a century earlier Tikal established a
new form kingship that was based on dynastic descent through paternal bloodline (Freidel 2012).
In the wake of a failing alliance with the El Mirador state, the ruler(s) at El Achiotal may
have sought new ways of re-asserting their cultural affiliation with the core. I interpret the
drastic shift in architectural and iconographic style to mainstream traditions as a reflection and
reaction to such regional strains. With El Mirador out of the picture as a major consumer
requiring a constant flow of commodities in and out, the sites that provided and facilitated trade
suffered, as posited for the port of Cerros (Reese-Taylor and Walker 2002). El Achiotal was not
useful to emerging powers like Tikal because it was not on a convenient communication route.
From the west, it was easier to reach Tikal from the San Pedro Mártir River. In retrospect, this
evidence further supports my arguments about the function of El Achiotal during the Late
Preclassic. The remaining population in the northern Petén region, at sites like Tintal, did not
have the political and economic clout to maintain and support what was once an important
interaction route. Other sites emerged or became more apparent in the archaeological record of
northwestern Petén, such as El Peru-Waka’ and La Corona, but their affiliations and political
dynamics clearly took other paths as regional interactions took shape during the Classic Period.
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APPENDIX

The appendices that follow include additional figures and tables that are referenced in the
body of the dissertation. They are organized in relation to the order of the chapters and
numbered accordingly. For instance, Figure A.5.1 refers to an image referenced in Chapter 5.
Tables follow the same system, for example Table A.7.2 is referred to in Chapter 7.
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ACH-99-2A-1

ACH-99-12

ACH-2B-1
ACH-2B-2

ACH-99-8 to 11

Excavations 2009-2011
Looters’ trenches
Aguadas
Chultun

ACH-99-7
ACH-1C-2, 4 and 5
ACH-1E-1 to 7

ACH-1C-1 and 3

ACH-1C-6

Meters

True North
Magnetic declination
in 2009: ~ 2° 30’ E
ACH-1F-2 and 4

ACH-1F-1 and 3

La Corona Regional Archaeological Project
Directors: Dr. Marcello A. Canuto and Lic. Tomás Barrientos
Map by C. R. Chiriboga, modified by M. J. Acuña

Figure A.3.1. Map of El Achiotal showing the location of excavation units between 2009 and
2011 and looters’ trenches (courtesy of PRALC. Ministerio de Cultura y Deportes de
Guatemala).
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East Profile

North Profile
Floor 1

Floor 2

Floor 3

0

1m

Bedrock

Figure A.3.2. Master unit (ACH-99-2A-1) excavated in the patio of complex 4C-11 in the
North Group (drawing by C. Parris, courtesy of PRALC. Ministerio de Cultura y Deportes
de Guatemala).
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2010
2010, 2011
2011
2011
2011
2011
2011

2010

Year
2009
2009
2009
2009
2010, 2011
2010
2010
2010
2010, 2011
2010, 2011
2010
2010
2010

Acuña
Acuña
Acuña
Acuña
Acuña
Acuña
Acuña

Acuña

Excavator/
Documentor
Looters, Acuña
Acuña
Looters, Acuña
Looters, Acuña
Looters, Acuña
Acuña
Acuña
Acuña
Looters,Acuña, Elliott
Looters, Acuña, Elliott
Acuña
Acuña
Acuña

Table A.5.1. List of excavation units and looters' trenches/tunnels intervened archaeologically in Str. 5C-01
Excavation/
Provenience
Location
ACH-1A-LT6 E-W trench on the east side of Str. 5C-01
ACH-1A-1
Excavation unit at the entrance of LT6
ACH-1B-Tn1 E-W tunnel entering from LT6, upper section
ACH-1B-Tn2 E-W tunnel entering from LT6, lower section
ACH-1B-Tn3 N-W tunnel entering from LT2
ACH-1B-Tn4 N-S-W tunnel, NE corner of Sub-Str. Jonon
ACH-1B-Tn5 E-W-S tunnel, west side of Sub-Str. Jonon
ACH-1B-Tn6 E-W tunnel, SE corner of Sub-Str. Jonon
ACH-1C-LT2 N-S trench on the north side of Str. 5C-01, center line
ACH-1C-LT3 N-S trench on the northeast side of Str. 5C-01
ACH-1C-1
Excavation unit at the entrance of LT2
ACH-1C-2
Excavation unit at the base of Str. 5C-01, between LT1 and LT2
ACH-1C-3
Excavation unit at the entrance of LT2, contiguous to ACH-1C-1
Excavation unit at the base of Str. 5C-01, between LT1 and LT2,
ACH-1C-4
contiguous to ACH-1C-2
Excavation unit at the base of Str. 5C-01, between LT1 and LT2,
contiguous to ACH-1C-4
E-W tunnel, north façade of Sub-Str. Jonon
N-S tunnel over north staircase of Sub-Structure Jonon
W-E-S tunnel around base of staircase of Sub-Str. Jonon (East side)
E-W-S tunnel, around base of staircase of Sub-Str. Jonon (West side)
E-W tunnel along the north façade of Sub-Str. Jonon's basal platform
E-W tunnel along the staircase of Sub-Str. Chen

ACH-1C-5
ACH-1B-Tn7
ACH-1B-Tn8
ACH-1B-Tn9
ACH-1B-Tn10
ACH-1B-Tn11
ACH-1B-Tn12
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N-S looters' tunnel in lower section of LT2, under staircase of sub-Str.
ACH-1B-Tn13 Chen
ACH-1C-LT1 N-S trench on the northwest side of Str. 5C-01
ACH-1C-6
Excavation in LT1
ACH-1E-1
Excavation on the exterior northwest side of Str. 5C-01
ACH-1E-2
Excavation on the exterior northwest side of Str. 5C-01
ACH-1E-3
Excavation on the exterior northwest side of Str. 5C-01
ACH-1E-4
Excavation on the exterior northwest side of Str. 5C-01
ACH-1E-5
Excavation on the exterior northwest side of Str. 5C-01
ACH-1E-6
Excavation on the exterior northwest side of Str. 5C-01
ACH-1E-7
Excavation on the exterior northwest side of Str. 5C-01
ACH-1F-1
Excavation on the exterior south side of Str. 5C-01, back slope
ACH-1F-2
Excavation on the exterior south side of Str. 5C-01, back slope
ACH-1F-3
Excavation on the exterior south side of Str. 5C-01, back slope
ACH-1F-4
Excavation on the exterior south side of Str. 5C-01, back slope
ACH-1B-Tn14 Small N-S looters' tunnel at the top of LT2, temple of Str. 5C-01
ACH-1B-15
Large NW-SE tunnel from LT1 to centerline under Jonon
N/A
2011
2011
2011
2011
2011
2011
2011
2011
2011
2011
2011
2011
2011
N/A
N/A

Looters, undocumented
Acuña
Acuña
Acuña
Acuña
Acuña
Acuña
Acuña
Acuña
Acuña
Acuña
Acuña
Acuña
Acuña
Looters, undocumented
Looters, undocumented

ACH-99-5 and 6
ACH-99-2

ACH-99-8

ACH-99-1

ACH-1C-2, 4 and 5
ACH-1E-1 to 7

ACH-1C-1 and 3

ACH-1A-1

ACH-1F-1 and 3
ACH-1F-2 and 4
N
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Meters
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Figure A.5.2. Map of Structure 5C-01 showing the location of the different units excavated
in each sub-Operation (map by C. R. Chiriboga and E. Tsesmeli, modified by author; courtesy
of PRALC. Ministerio de Cultura y Deportes de Guatemala).
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Figure A.5.3. North profile of looters’ trench 6 (ACH-1A-LT6), lower section (drawing by author, courtesy of
PRALC. Ministerio de Cultura y Deportes de Guatemala).
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Figure A.5.4. North profile map of ACH-1B-Tn2 showing earliest architectural activity under Structure 5C-01,
including the use of bajo sediments as foundation to level bedrock (drawing by author, courtesy of PRALC. Ministerio
de Cultura y Deportes de Guatemala).
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PRALC - El Achiotal
Estr. 5C-01, Sub-Estr. Jonon
ACH-1B-T8 y ACH-1B-1
Perfil Oeste
Dibujo y calco: Mary Jane Acuña
Temporada 2011

Perfil de
Mascarón 1
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Sub-Estr. Jonon

Entrada a
Túnel 10

ACH-1B-1
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Piso Junlaju

5C-01-sub-3

0
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Figure A.5.5. Structure 5C-01, mound cross-section with reconstructed representation of identified architectural sequence (drawing
by author, courtesy of PRALC. Ministerio de Cultura y Deportes de Guatemala).

5C-01-sub-4
5C-01-sub-5
5C-01-sub-6a
5C-01-sub-6
5C-01-sub-7
5C-01-sub-8

5C-01-sub-1
5C-01-sub-1B
5C-01-sub-1A
5C-01-sub-2

5C-01

* Estr. “Chub” = 5C-01-sub-8a
* Estr. “Sank” = 5C-01-sub-8b

Túnel 7 (2010)

N

Figure A.5.6. Reconstructive plan map with early architectural complex and superstructures,
including the earliest identified threshold building, Str. 5C-01-sub 6a (drawing by author,
courtesy of PRALC. Minsiterio de Cultura y Deportes de Guatemala).
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TUNNEL 7
0

1m

TUNEL 4
TUNEL 5

TUNEL 6

Figure A.5.7. Plan view of Structure 5C-01-sub 4 with location of tunnels 4 through 7. Solid
lines indicate exposed architecture (drawing by author, courtesy of PRALC. Ministerio de
Cultura y Deportes de Guatemala).
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ACH-1E-1 through 7
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ACH-1C-2, 4 and 5

Tn10
Tn11
Tn7

Tn1

ACH-1C-1 and 3

Tn12

Tn4

Tn9

Tn8

Tn6

Figure A.5.8. Plan view of Structure 5C-01 showing the location of tunnels (pink) and exposed architectural features (green).
Excavation units are in red (survey by C.R. Chiriboga; map by E. Tsesmeli; digital modifications by M.J. Acuña; courtesy of
PRALC. Ministerio de Cultura y Deportes de Guatemala).
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Str. 5C-01-sub 8b

Figure A.5.9. ACH-1B-Tn4, east and north profiles showing fill layers on the exterior of Str. 5C-01-sub 4 and above Str. 5C-01-sub 8
(drawing by author, courtesy of PRALC. Ministerio de Cultura y Deportes de Guatemala).
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Figure A.5.10. ACH-1B-Tn5, west profile of tunnel with floors and location of ash lenses 1 and 2 and other architectural features
(drawing by author, courtesy of PRALC. Ministerio de Cultura y Deportes de Guatemala).
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Figure A.5.11. ACH-1B-Tn6. a) northern profile; b) plan map with the outline of the base of
wall and location of the hole; c) cross-sections illustrating the wall exposed by the tunnel
(drawings by author, courtesy of PRALC. Ministerio de Cultura y Deportes de Guatemala).
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Intdicates black paint on staircase
centerline.
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Tunnel 10
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Tunnel 10

Floor Junlaju
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Figure. A.5.12. South profile of E-W segments of tunnels 9 and 10 exposing the lower section of the staircase. Basal step is fully
exposed illustrating the full width of the staircase and of the black band painted on the risers (drawing by author, courtesy of
PRALC. Ministerio de Cultura y Deportes de Guatemala).
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Figure A.5.13. Cross sections of Tn11, ACH-1B-Tn11, and the changing shape of Structure 5C-01-sub 8’s wall. “B” (center)
illustrates the bench-like feature (drawigs by author, courtesy of PRALC. Ministerio de Cultura y Deportes de Guatemala).
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Figure A.5.14. ACH-1B-Tn12, cross-section and plan map of tunnel exposing the north and
front staircase of Structure 5C-01-sub 2 (drawings by author, courtesy of PRALC. Ministerio
de Cultura y Deportes de Guatemala).
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b.

a.

ACH-1E-7

ACH-1E-6

N

ACH-1E-5

0

1m

ACH-1E-3

N

Floor Junmay

ACH-1E-1

Figure A.5.15. a) East profile drawing of units 1-7 in sub-Opeartion E
illustrating remains of the wall and rounded courner of the basal platform
under Structure 5C-01; b) Photograph of the same units that shows the
curvature of the wall (drawing and photo by author, courtesy of PRALC.
Ministerio de Cultura y Deportes de Guatemala).

ACH-1E-4

ACH-1E-2

a.

b.

Figure A.6.1. Kaminaljuyu, Stela 11. a) photograph of stela (after Fields and Reents-Budet
2005:Pl.6); b) detail of individual portrayed on Stela 11 (drawing by L. Henderson, after
Henderson 2013:Fig.57b).

Figure A.6.2. Cerros, Structure 5C-2nd masks (after Freidel and Schele 1988:Fig. 3).
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Figure A.6.3. Nakbe, Stela 1 (after Hansen 2005:Fig. 2).

418

a.

b.

c.

Figure A.6.4. Examples of iconographic elements representative of cloth and signifying
the wrapping of architecture, comceptually similary to binding a king into office with a
royal headband. a) Rio Azul, Str. G-103-sub 2 (after Adams 1999:Fig. 3-6); b) Uaxactun,
Str. H-sub 10 (after Valdés 1991:Fig 4); c) Cerros, Str. 5C-2nd, upper east mask, not at
scale (drawing L. Schele ©FAMSI).
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a.

b.

c.
Figure A.6.5. Murals 1 (a), 2 (b), and 4 (c) painted on the exterior walls of Structure
5C-01-sub 4 at El Achiotal (photographs by author, courtesy of PRALC. Ministerio
de Cultura y Deportes de Guatemala).
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Figure A.6.6. a) Chalcatzingo, Monument 1 (after Houston and Taube 2000:Fig. 2b);
b) San Bartolo, Pinturas Sub-1A, WestWall, ritual bundle with volutes (in red) and trefoil
jewel (in green) (drawing by H. Hurst, after Saturno et al. 2005). Drawings not at scale.

Figure A.6.7. Photograph of ACH-1B-Tn11 with view of a mask armature on the
basal platform of Str. 5C-01-sub 4 (photo by author).
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a.

b.

c.

Figure A.6.8. Effigy censers from Kaminaljuyu dated to the Late Preclassic period
(Ceramic phases Verbena-Arenal or 200 BCE – 200 CE) (photos by L. Henderson, after
Henderson 2013:Fig. 23).

b.

a.
Figure A.6.9. Lower East Mask on Cerros, Str. 5C-2nd. a) close-up photo of the eye of
the chin-strap being; b) picture of the mask showing the location of the chin-strap being
below the main mask (photos courtesy of D. Freidel).
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T4
T4
T4
T4
T5
T5
T5
T5
T5
T6
T7
T5
Tn6
Tn6
Tn8
Tn9
Tn9
Tn11
Tn10
Tn10

Level
1
2
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
11
12
13
14
22
15
16
17
1
1
4
18
8
2
6
5
13
9
3
34
2
11
11
0
4
3
7
2
3
12
16

Ceramics

18
19
20
21
23
24

Lot

1

Obsidian
1

Lithics
2

1

1

var

Stucco
x

x
x
x

1

x

x

Carbon
x

Marine
1*

2010
2010
2010
2010
2010
2010
2010
2010
2010
2010
2010
2010
2011
2011
2011
2011
2011
2011
2011
2011

Excavation
Year

West of the wall
East of the wall, beneath 2nd step tread
East of wall, above 2nd step tread

Ash Lens 3
1st scraping
2nd scraping

Observations

3rd scraping

1 worked stone?

Asociated with Mural 2
Fill for Floor Beleb
Over staircase for sub-Str. Jonon
Fill, Plat. Tabano
Fill Floor Lajeb
Fill on Floor Lajeb
Probe in L5, NW corner sub-Str. Jonon
Fill Floor Beleb, southern half of Jonon
Fill Floor Beleb Beleb
Fill on Mask 1, plat. Tábano
Probe into Wprofile of T5, under Ash Lens 1
(*conch)
Front of Mural 8, hole in floor

2011
2011
2011
2011
2011
2011
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F. Bone

H. Bone

Greenstone

Cer. Discard

Table A.7.1. List of artifacts excavated in ACH-01 at El Achiotal

1B
1B
1B
1B
1B
1B
1B
1B
1B
1B
1B
1B
1B
1B
1B
1B
1B
1B
1B
1B

Unit

1B Tn10/11
1B
Tn10
1B
Tn11
1B
Tn12
1B
Tn12
1B
Tn12

Op./Subop
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1B
1B
1B
1B
1C
1C
1C
1C
1C
1C
1C
1C
1C
1C
1C
1C
1C
1C
1C
1C
1C
1C
1C
1C
1E
1E
1E
1E
1E
1E
1E
1E
1E
1E
1E
1E

1
1
1
2
1
1
1
1
2
2
2
2
2
3
3
3
4
4
4
5
5
5
5
6
1
1
2
2
3
3
4
4
5
5
6
6

1
2
3
1
1
2
3
4
1
2
3
4
5
1
2
3
1
2
3
1
2
3
4
1
1
2
1
2
1
2
1
2
1
2
1
2
6
10
36
16
214
4
18
80
35
23
6
1
4
1
4
85
1
4
0
58
31
2
128
0
80
0
64
0
55
0
25
0
55

16

5

1

12

23

13

4
4

22

2

1

66

10
1

21

75

1

4

3

2

2

1

2
1
1

1

1

1

1
1

1

2011 3 snails
2011
2011
2011
2010 1 stone with cristals
2010
2010
2010
2010
2010
2010
2010
2010
2010
2010
2010
2010
2010
2010 78 labeled
2010
2010
2010
2010
2011
2011
2011
2011
2011
2011
2011
2011
2011
2011
2011
2011
2011

1E
1E
1F
1F
1F
1F
1F
1F
1F
1F
1F
1F
1F
1F
Sup
Ts2

7
7
1
1
1
2
2
2
2
3
4
4
4
4

1
2
1
2
3
1
2
3
4
2
1
2
3
4

0
31
1
60
3
35
35
204
263
28
31
33
98
286
1
3
1
1
1

1
1

1
2
1
3
1

1

1

1

14

4
72
94
25
2
15
98
150

2011
2011
2011
2011
2011
2011
2011
2011
2011
2011
2011
2011
2011
2011
2010
2010
2 refits

Vessel #1
NW ridge slope, on trail
Cleaning Ts, Str. 5C-01-sub 1
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Table A.7.2. List of cerammics by provinience, group and form.

Provnience
ACH-1B-Tn4-2
ACH-1B-Tn4-3
ACH-1B-Tn5-4

ACH-1B-Tn5-5

ACH-1B-Tn5-6
ACH-1B-Tn5-7
ACH-1B-Tn5-8

ACH-1B-Tn5-11
ACH-1B-Tn6-9

ACH-1B-Tn6-11

Phase/Period
Group/Type
LPC
Zapote Striated
LPC
Achiotes Unslipped
LPC
Zapote Striated

Form Freq.
5/6
1
5/6
1
5/6
4

LPC
LPC
LPC
LPC
LPC
LPC
LPC
LPC
LPC
LPC
LPC
LPC
LPC
LPC
LPC
LPC
LPC
LPC
LPC
LPC
LPC
LPC
LPC
LPC
LPC
LPC
LPC
LPC
LPC
LPC

Achiotes Unslipped
Achiotes Unslipped
Zapote Striated
Polvero Negro
Sierra Red
Sierra Red
Sierra Red
Sierra Red
NID
NID
NID
NID
Sierra Red
Sierra Red
Sierra Red
Sierra Red
Sierra Red
Sierra Red
Zapote Striated
NID
Zapote Striated
Sierra Red
Achiotes Unslipped
Zapote Striated
Zapote Striated
Zapote Striated
Sierra Red
Sierra Red
NID
Sierra Red

0.0
5/6
5/6
5/6
5
2/4
5/6
0.0
0.0
5
1/2
5/6
2.2
4.3
4.8
5/6
0.0
2
6/5
5
5/6
2.2
5
5
5/6
5/6
2.4
2.3
5/6
4.8

1
2
3
1
3
1
1
1
1
1
1
2
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
4
2
1
1
1
3

LPC
LPC
LPC
LPC
LPC
LPC
LPC
LPC
LPC
LPC
LPC
LPC
LPC
LPC

Achiote Unslipped
Achiote Unslipped
Sierra Red
Sierra Red
Sierra Red
NID
Achiote Unslipped
Achiote Unslipped
Achiote Unslipped
Achiote Unslipped
Boxcay Brown
Boxcay Brown
Boxcay Brown
Polvero Black

5
0.0
4.7
2.2
5/6
0.0
0.0
2
4
7
2.3
4.1
4/2
2/4

1
2
4
1
1
4
7
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
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Total/L
ot
2
4

Total
Unit
6

18

8
2
6

5
3

13

42

ACH-1B-Tn6-12
ACH-1B-Tn7-10

ACH-1B-Tn8-13

ACH-1B-Tn9-14

ACH-1B-Tn10-16
ACH-1B-Tn10-17

ACH-1B-Tn10-19
ACH-1B-Tn10/11-18
ACH-1B-Tn11-15

LPC
LPC
LPC
LPC
LPC
LPC
LPC
LPC
LPC
LPC
LPC
LPC

Sierra Red
Sierra Red
Sierra Red
Sierra Red
Sierra Red
Zapote Striated
Zapote Striated
NID
NID
NID
Zapote Striated
Zapote Striated

2.3
4/2
4.1
4.7
5
5
0.0
2.1
5
4
5
0.0

1
3
1
4
2
3
3
1
1
1
1
1

LPC
LPC
LPC
LPC

Achiotes Unslipped
Achiotes Unslipped
Zapote Striated
Sierra Red

5
0.0
5/6
4.8

LPC
LPC
LPC
LPC
LPC
LPC
LPC

Achiotes Unslipped
Iberia Orange
Polvero Black
Sierra Red
Sierra Red
Zapote Striated
Zapote Striated

LPC
LPC
LPC
LPC
LPC
LPC
LPC
LPC
LPC

34
2

49

3
1
1
2

7

7

5
5
5
1.3
2.3
5
5/6

1
1
2
2
1
1
3

11

11

Achiotes Unslipped
NID
NID
Polvero Black
Sierra Red
Sierra Red
Sierra Red
Zapote Striated
Zapote Striated

0.0
4.5
5
1.3
5
2.3
0.0
5/6
1/5

1
1
1
2
1
1
1
2
1

11

11

LPC
LPC
LPC
LPC
LPC
LPC
LPC
LPC
LPC
LPC
LPC

Sierra Red
Sierra Red
NID
Sierra Red
Sierra Red
Sierra Red
Zapote Striated
Zapote Striated
Zapote Striated
Achiotes Unslipped
Sierra Red

1.3
5
2.3
2.3
4.1
2.1
5
1/5
5/6
0.0
2.3

1
1
1
2
1
1
1
1
1
1
2

LPC
LPC

Sierra Red
Sierra Red

1/4
1.1

LPC
LPC
LPC

NID
Achiotes Unslipped
Achiotes Unslipped

0.0
0.0
5
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3

7
3

13

1
1

2

2

1
2
1

4

ACH-1B-Tn11-20

LPC
LPC
LPC
LPC
LPC
LPC
LPC
LPC

Achiotes Unslipped
Polvero Black
Sierra Red
Sierra Red
Sierra Red
Zapote Striated
NID
NID

0.0
5
6
2.3
2
5
2.3
0.0

1
1
1
5
1
1
1
1

12

16

LPC
LPC
LPC
LPC
LPC
LPC
LPC
LPC
LPC
LPC

Achiotes Unslipped
Achiotes Unslipped
Boxcay Brown
Boxcay Brown
Polvero Black
Sierra Red
Sierra Red
Sierra Red
Sierra Red
NID

5
0.0
1.3
5
5
1/4
2.2
4.7
5
4.5

2
1
1
1
2
2
1
1
4
1

16

16

LPC
LPC
LPC
LPC
LPC
LPC
LPC
LPC

Achiotes Unslipped
Achiotes Unslipped
Achiotes Unslipped
Sierra Red
Zapote Striated
Zapote Striated
NID
NID

0.0
5
5/6
5
0.0
1/5
5
0.0

3
3
3
2
1
1
1
2

16

16

LPC
LPC
LPC

Achiotes Unslipped
NID
NID

5
0.0
5

2
1
3

6

6

ACH-1C-1-1

EC
TMPC/EC
TMPC/EC
TMPC
TMPC
LPC/TMPC

ACH-1C-1-2

EC
EC
EC
EC
EC
EC
EC
LPC/TMPC
LPC/TMPC
LPC/TMPC
TMPC/EC
TMPC/EC
LPC/TMPC
EC

Aguila Orange
NID Striated
NID Striated
NID Red
NID Red
Sierra Red
NID
Aguila Orange
Aguila Orange
Aguila Orange
Aguila Orange
Aguila Orange
Aguila Orange
Quintal Unslipped
Achiotes Unslipped
Achiotes Unslipped
Achiotes Unslipped
Striated
Striated
Polvero Black
Triunfo Striated

4.5
0.0
5/6
5
0.0
2.1
0.0
1
2.4
2.2
4
4/1.1
4.3
0.0
6
0.0
5/6
0.0
5/6
5
5/6

1
1
2
1
1
2
2
1
1
1
2
2
1
1
1
1
1
2
2
1
2

ACH-1B-Tn12-21

ACH-1B-1-1

ACH-1B-2-1
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10

ACH-1C-1-3

ACH-1C-1-4

LPC/TMPC Zapote Striated
NID
NID
NID
NID
NID
NID
NID
EC
Aguila Orange
EC
Aguila Orange
EC
Aguila Orange
Striated
LPC/TMPC Sierra Red
LPC/TMPC Zapote Striated
NID
NID
NID
NID
LPC/TMPC Achiotes Unslipped
EC
Aguila Orange
EC
Aguila Orange
EC
Aguila Orange
EC
Aguila Orange
EC
Aguila Orange
EC
Aguila Orange
EC
Aguila Orange
EC
Aguila Orange
EC
Aguila Orange
EC
Aguila Orange
EC
Aguila Orange
EC
Aguila Orange
EC
Aguila Orange
EC
Quintal Unslipped
EC
Quintal Unslipped
EC
Quintal Unslipped
EC
Quintal Unslipped
EC
Quintal Unslipped
EC
Quintal Unslipped
EC
Balanza Black
EC
Balanza Black
NID Red Wash
NID Striated
NID Striated
NID Striated
NID Striated
NID Striated
NID Striated
LPC/TMPC Flor Cream
LPC/TMPC Flor Cream
TMPC/EC NID Red
TMPC/EC NID Red
TMPC/EC NID Red
TMPC/EC NID Red
TMPC/EC NID Red
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0.0
0.0
2
2.2
2.3
4/2
4.3
4.7
3.4
4.1
5
1
2.7
1/5
0.0
1.3
2.1
5
5/6
1/2
1.1
1.4
2.1
2.3
4
4/1
4/2
4.1
0.0
4.2
4.3
5
0.0
1/5
1.1
1.3
5
5/6
2.3
2/4
5
0.0
1
1/2
1/5
5
5/6
5
1/5
5
0.0
2.1
1.3
1/2

1
9
1
1
1
1
2
1
1
2
1
1
1
1
4
1
1
3
1
1
3
3
4
2
2
1
3
3
4
1
2
7
7
4
2
1
3
6
3
1
5
3
1
1
9
4
12
2
1
2
1
1
1
1

36

16

EC
EC
EC
LPC/TMPC
LPC/TMPC
LPC/TMPC
LPC/TMPC
LPC/TMPC
LPC/TMPC
LPC/TMPC
LPC/TMPC
LPC/TMPC
LPC/TMPC
LPC/TMPC
EC
EC
LPC/TMPC
LPC/TMPC

ACH-1C-2-1
ACH-1C-2-2

ACH-1C-2-3

CTP
CTP
LPC/TMPC
CTP
CTP

CTP
CTP
CTP
CTP
CTP
CTP
CTP
CTP

Dos Arroyos O.P.
Dos Arroyos O.P.
Pucte Brown
Sierra Red
Sierra Red
Sierra Red
Sierra Red
Sierra Red
Sierra Red
Sierra Red
Sierra Red
Sierra Red
Sierra Red
Sierra Red
Triunfo Striated
Triunfo Striated
Zapote Striated
Zapote Striated
NID
NID
NID
NID
NID
NID
NID
NID
NID
NID
NID
NID
NID
NID
NID
NID
NID

4.3
2.3
1/4
0.0
1/2
1.3
1.4
2
2/4
2.1
2.3
4.3
4.7
5
5/6
1/5
1
6/5
0.0
1/2
1/5
1.1
1.3
2
2/4
2.1
2.2
2.3
4
4.1
4.3
4.5
4.7
5
5/6

1
1
1
3
1
1
2
2
1
4
2
1
1
4
2
1
1
1
35
1
1
1
1
1
4
3
1
4
2
2
3
1
1
10
5

NID
Aguila Orange
Balanza Black
Sierra Red
Triunfo Striated
Triunfo Striated
NID
NID
NID
NID
Aguila Orange
Aguila Orange
Aguila Orange
Aguila Orange
Aguila Orange
Aguila Orange
Aguila Orange
Aguila Orange

0.0
4
2.2
2/4
5/6
5
0.0
2/4
5
5/6
4
0.0
2
2/4
2.3
4.2
4.5
5

4
1
1
1
2
1
8
1
1
2
2
3
1
1
1
3
1
2
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214
4

18

276

CTP
CTP
CTP
CTP
CTP
CTP
CTP
LPC/TMPC
LPC/TMPC
LPC/TMPC
LPC/TMPC
EC
EC

ACH-1C-2-4

EC

EC
EC
LPC/TMPC
LPC/TMPC
LPC/TMPC
LPC/TMPC
LPC/TMPC

ACH-1C-2-5

LPC
LPC
LPC
LPC
LPC
LPC
LPC
LPC
LPC

Quintal Unslipped
Quintal Unslipped
Quintal Unslipped
Balanza Black
Balanza Black
Balanza Black
Dos Arroyos O.P.
Sierra Red
Sierra Red
Sierra Red
Sierra Red
Triunfo Striated
Triunfo Striated
NID
NID
NID
NID
NID
NID
NID
NID
NID
NID
NID
Aguila Orange
NID Unslipped
NID Unslipped
NID Unslipped
NID Striated
NID Striated
Quintal Unslipped
Quintal Unslipped
Sierra Red
Sierra Red
Sierra Red
Sierra Red
Sierra Red
NID
NID
NID
NID
Achiotes Unslipped
Achiotes Unslipped
Achiotes Unslipped
Zapote Striated
Polvero Black
Polvero Black
Sierra Red
Sierra Red
Sierra Red
NID
NID
NID

431

0.0
5
5/6
2/4
4.2
4
4.5
5
4
5/6
0.0
5
5/6
0.0
5
5/6
12.5
2/4
4.2
4.3
4.5
4
4.8
7
5
2
5
5/6
5
5/6
5/6
0.0
0.0
2.1
2.4
5
5/6
0.0
2.1
2.3
5
5
0.0
5/6
5
5
5/6
2/4
5
5/6
2.4
4.2
0.0

3
2
2
1
1
1
1
1
2
1
1
2
7
17
6
3
1
5
1
3
1
2
1
1
1
2
1
6
4
3
1
1
1
1
1
2
1
5
2
1
2
2
3
3
5
1
1
1
2
2
1
1
1

80

35

23

160

ACH-1C-3-1

ACH-1C-3-3

EC
EC
EC
LPC/TMPC
LPC/TMPC

Aguila Orange
Aguila Orange
Aguila Orange
Sierra Red
Sierra Red
NID
NID
NID Striated
LPC/TMPC Sierra Red

1.1
2.1
2
2/4
5
2.1
5
5/6
5

1
2
1
1
1
1
1
1
1

NID
NID
NID
Sierra Red
Aguila Orange
Aguila Orange
Aguila Orange
Aguila Orange
Aguila Orange
Aguila Orange
Aguila Orange
NID Unslipped
NID Unslipped
NID Unslipped
NID Unslipped
NID Unslipped
Zapote Striated
Zapote Striated
Polvero Black
Pucte Brown
Sierra Red
Sierra Red
Sierra Red
Sierra Red
Sierra Red
Sierra Red
NID
NID
NID
NID
NID

0.0
2/4
2.4
2.3
0.0
1
2
4.2
4.3
4.5
5
0.0
1.1
2
5
5/6
5
5/6
2.2
1.1
0.0
3.1
4
4.1
4.2
5
0.0
2.1
4
5
5/6

1
1
1
1
5
1
1
1
1
2
2
5
1
1
5
5
5
7
2
1
4
1
1
3
1
4
11
2
2
2
2

Sierra Red
NID Striated
NID Unslipped
NID Unslipped
Aguila Orange
Aguila Orange
Aguila Orange
Aguila Orange
Aguila Orange
Aguila Orange
Aguila Orange
NID Unslipped

2.1
5/6
5/6
1.2
0.0
1.1
2.4
4
4.3
4.5
5
5

1
2
1
1
3
3
1
2
4
1
3
1

ACH-1C-4-2

ACH-1C-4-3

LPC/TMPC
EC
EC
EC
EC
EC
EC
EC

LPC/TMPC
LPC/TMPC
LPC/TMPC
EC
LPC/TMPC
LPC/TMPC
LPC/TMPC
LPC/TMPC
LPC/TMPC
LPC/TMPC

ACH-1C-5-1
ACH-1C-5-2

LPC

ACH-1C-5-4

EC
EC
EC
EC
EC
EC
EC

432

6

4

10

4

78
1
4

82

LPC
EC
EC
EC
EC
EC
EC
LPC
LPC
LPC
LPC
EC

ACH-1C-6-1

LPC/TMPC Achiotes Unslipped
LPC/TMPC Achiotes Unslipped
LPC/TMPC Zapote Striated

ACH-1E-1-1
ACH-1E-1-2

NID Unslipped
NID Unslipped
NID Striated
Flor Cream
Dos Arroyos O.P.
Pucte Brown
Pucte Brown
Pucte Brown
Pucte Brown
Quintal Unslipped
Sierra Red
Sierra Red
Sierra Red
Sierra Red
Triunfo Striated
NID
NID
NID
NID
NID

NID
LPC/TMPC
LPC/TMPC
EC
EC
EC
EC
EC
EC
EC
EC

Achiotes Unslipped
Achiotes Unslipped
Aguila Orange
Aguila Orange
Aguila Orange
Aguila Orange
Aguila Orange
Aguila Orange
Aguila Orange
Aguila Orange
NID Unslipped
NID Unslipped
NID Unslipped
NID Unslipped
NID Unslipped
NID Unslipped
NID Unslipped
NID Unslipped
EC
Balanza Black
EC
Balanza Black
EC
Balanza Black
LPC/TMPC Boxcay Brown
NID Striated
NID Striated
TMPC
Iberia Orange
TMPC
Iberia Orange
TMPC
Iberia Orange
433

0.0
5/6
5/6
5
4.1
2.1
4.2
4.3
4.8
5
0.0
1.1
4.3
5
5/6
0.0
2.2
4.1
4.5
5

2
1
3
1
1
1
2
1
2
3
2
1
1
4
1
8
2
1
1
2

58

63

5
0.0
5

1
3
2

6

6

0.0
5
5/6
0.0
0.0
1.1
1.3
2.1
4
4.1
4.3
5
0.0
1
1.2
2.1
2.2
4.1
5
5/6
0.0
10.2
2.2
4.1
5
5/6
1.1
2.1
2.3

1
1
1
2
2
2
1
1
1
1
1
2
12
1
1
1
1
1
7
2
1
1
1
1
10
1
1
2
2

2

TMPC
TMPC
TMPC
LPC/TMPC
LPC/TMPC
EC
EC
EC
LPC/TMPC
LPC/TMPC
EC
LPC/TMPC
LPC/TMPC

ACH-1E-2-2

EC
EC
EC
EC

EC
LPC/TMPC
LPC/TMPC

LPC/TMPC
LPC/TMPC
LPC/TMPC
EC
EC
EC

Iberia Orange
Iberia Orange
Iberia Orange
NID Red
NID Red
Polvero Black
Polvero Black
Pucte Brown
Pucte Brown
Quintal Unslipped
Sierra Red
Sierra Red
Triunfo Striated
Zapote Striated
Zapote Striated
NID
NID
NID
NID
NID
NID
NID
NID
NID

4
4.1
5
1.1
0.0
5
4.1
2.2
0.0
0.0
0.0
4.5
5/6
5
5/6
0.0
1.1
2.1
2.3
2.7
2.8
4.1
4.5
5

1
2
8
2
1
2
1
1
1
1
3
1
1
4
1
19
2
3
3
2
1
3
2
4

Aguila Orange
Aguila Orange
Aguila Orange
Aguila Orange
NID Unslipped
NID Unslipped
NID Unslipped
NID Unslipped
Balanza Black
Boxcay Brown
Boxcay Brown
NID Striated
NID Striated
NID Striated
NID Orange
NID Orange
NID Orange
NID Orange
NID Orange
NID Red
NID Red
NID Red
NID Red
Polvero Black
Polvero Black
Polvero Black
Pucte Brown
Pucte Brown
Pucte Brown

0.0
1.2
4.3
5
0.0
1.1
2.3
5
5
4.3
1.2
5
1/5
5/6
1.1
2.2
4.3
5
2/4
4/1
4.1
4.5
5
2/5
5
2.3
4.5
1.1
4

1
2
2
2
5
1
1
4
2
1
1
6
1
1
2
1
1
6
1
1
2
1
4
1
1
1
1
1
2

434

129

131

ACH-1E-3-2

LPC/TMPC Sierra Red
LPC/TMPC Zapote Striated
LPC/TMPC Zapote Striated
NID
NID
NID
NID
NID
NID
NID

2/1
5
1/5
0.0
1.1
1.2
10.2
2.3
4
5

1
5
1
8
1
1
1
1
1
4

80

80

LPC/TMPC
LPC/TMPC
EC
EC
EC

Achiotes Unslipped
Achiotes Unslipped
Aguila Orange
Aguila Orange
Aguila Orange
NID Unslipped
NID Unslipped
NID Unslipped
NID Unslipped
Boxcay Brown
Boxcay Brown
Boxcay Brown
NID Striated
NID Brown
Iberia Orange
Iberia Orange
Iberia Orange
Iberia Orange
Iberia Orange
Iberia Orange
Iberia Orange
Iberia Orange
NID Red
Orange Polychrome
Orange Polychrome
Pucte Brown
Pucte Brown
Pucte Brown
Quintal Unslipped
Zapote Striated
Zapote Striated
NID
NID
NID
NID
NID
NID

5/6
0.0
2
2.8
5
0.0
1.1
5
5/6
2.7
4.1
1/4
9
2.1
0.0
1.2
2.2
2.3
4
4.1
4.7
5
5
4.7
4.1
1.1
1/4
2.2
5/6
5
0.0
0.0
1.2
2.3
4.1
4.3
5

2
2
1
1
3
5
2
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
3
3
1
1
1
1
1
1
2
2
12
1
1
1
1
2

64

64

LPC/TMPC Achiotes Unslipped
EC
Aguila Orange
EC
Aguila Orange
NID Unslipped
NID Unslipped

5
4.2
4/2
0.0
1.1

3
1
1
2
2

LPC/TMPC
LPC/TMPC
LPC/TMPC
TMPC/EC
TMPC/EC
TMPC/EC
TMPC/EC
TMPC/EC
TMPC/EC
TMPC/EC
TMPC/EC
TMPC/EC
TMPC/EC
EC
EC
EC
EC
LPC/TMPC
LPC/TMPC

ACH-1E-4-2

435

EC

TMPC
TMPC
TMPC
TMPC
TMPC
LPC/TMPC
EC
EC
EC
LPC/TMPC
LPC/TMPC
LPC/TMPC
LPC/TMPC

ACH-1E-5-2

LPC/TMPC
LPC/TMPC
EC
LPC/TMPC
LPC/TMPC

LPC/TMPC
LPC/TMPC
LPC/TMPC
LPC/TMPC
EC
LPC/TMPC
LPC/TMPC
LPC/TMPC

ACH-1E-6-2

LPC/TMPC
EC
EC
EC
EC
EC

NID Unslipped
Balanza Black
NID Striated
NID Striated
NID Striated
Iberia Orange
Iberia Orange
Iberia Orange
Iberia Orange
Iberia Orange
NID Red
NID Red
Polvero Black
Pucte Brown
Quintal Unslipped
Quintal Unslipped
Sierra Red
Sierra Red
Zapote Striated
Zapote Striated
NID
NID

5
0.0
0.0
5
5/6
0.0
2.3
4
4.7
5
4.3
2/4
4.2
4.1
5
0.0
5
4.2
5
0.0
0.0
4.5

3
2
1
3
3
1
1
1
1
2
2
2
2
1
1
1
1
1
4
2
9
2

55

55

Achiotes
Achiotes
Aguila Orange
Boxcay Brown
NID Striated
Flor Cream
NID Orange
NID Orange
NID Red
Sierra Red
Sierra Red
Sierra Red
Sierra Red
Triunfo Striated
Zapote Striated
Zapote Striated
Zapote Striated
NID
NID
NID
NID

5/6
5
5
5
5
5
1.1
0.0
4.3
4.3
4.1
1.1
1.2
5
5
5/6
1/5
0.0
2.1
4.5
5

1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
3
1
1
2
1
1
2

25

25

Achiotes
Aguila
Aguila
Aguila
Aguila
NID Unslipped
NID Unslipped
Balanza
NID Striated

5
4.1
2.3
0.0
5
5
0.0
4.3
5

1
1
1
2
1
6
3
1
2

436

NID Striated
LPC
Flor
TMPC/EC Iberia
NID Black
NID Orange
NID Orange
NID Orange
NID Orange
NID Orange
NID Red
EC
Pucte
LPC
Sierra
LPC
Sierra
LPC
Zapote Striated
NID
NID
NID
NID
NID
NID
NID
ACH-1E-7-2

ACH-1F-1-1

0.0
5
5
4.3
1.1
4.5
4.1
2.4
5
5
0.0
2.3
5
5
0.0
2.1
2.8
4.1
4.5
4.8
5

1
1
1
1
1
1
2
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
5
5
1
1
1
7
2

55

55

Aguila
Aguila
NID Unslipped
NID Unslipped
NID Striated
NID Striated
NID Striated
NID Orange
EC
Pucte
EC
Quintal
EC
Quintal
LPC
Sierra
EC
Triunfo Striated
LPC/TMPC Zapote Striated
LPC/TMPC Zapote Striated
NID
NID
NID
NID
NID

4.1
1
5
0.0
5
0.0
5/6
5
5
5
1.3
5
5/6
5
5/6
0.0
1.1
2.1
4.1
4.5

1
1
3
4
2
1
1
1
1
1
1
2
1
2
1
1
2
2
1
1

30

30

NID
LPC/TMPC Achiotes
EC
Aguila
NID Unslipped
NID Unslipped
NID Striated
NID Striated
EC
Actuncan Dos Arroyos
LPC/TMPC Polvero
LPC/TMPC Sierra
LPC/TMPC Sierra

0.0
0.0
5
5
0.0
0.0
5/6
4.5
2.3
0.0
2

1
1
3
1
5
1
1
12
1
3
1

EC
EC

437

1

LPC/TMPC
LPC/TMPC
LPC/TMPC
EC
LPC/TMPC

ACH-1F-1-3
ACH-1F-2-1

Sierra
Sierra
Sierra
Triunfo Striated
Zapote Striated
NID
NID
NID
NID
LPC/TMPC Zapote Striated
TMPC/EC Actuncan Dos Arroyos
EC
EC
EC

ACH-1F-2-2

EC
EC
EC

LPC
LPC

ACH-1F-2-3

EC
EC
EC
EC

EC
EC
EC
EC

Aguila
Aguila
NID Unslipped
NID Unslipped
Balanza
NID Striated
NID Striated
NID Striated
NID
NID
NID
NID
Aguila
Aguila
Aguila
NID Unslipped
NID Unslipped
NID Unslipped
NID Unslipped
Balanza
NID Striated
NID Striated
NID Striated
Flor
Sierra
NID
NID
NID
Aguila
Aguila
Aguila
Aguila
NID Unslipped
NID Unslipped
NID Unslipped
NID Unslipped
NID Unslipped
Balanza
Balanza
Balanza
Balanza
NID Striated
438

2.3
5
5/6
5/6
5/6
0.0
2
4.5
5
1/5
0.0

1
3
1
1
1
17
1
1
1
1
1

1
0.0
0.0
5/6
5
0.0
1/5
5/6
0.0
4.5
5
5/6
0.0
5
4.5
5/6
1/5
5
0.0
0.0
4.7
5
5/6
1/2
1/2
0.0
2.3
4.7
0.0
1.3
2
5
0.0
8.2
4.7
5
5/6
0.0
2.1
2.3
5
0.0

1
1
2
2
1
2
2
6
14
1
1
2
3
2
1
3
1
3
1
1
1
3
3
1
2
7
2
1
3
1
1
7
7
1
1
2
6
1
4
1
1
25

56
2

35

35

59

ACH-1F-2-4

NID Striated
NID Striated
LPC
Flor
LPC
Flor
LPC
Flor
NID Brown
NID Red
NID Red
NID Orange
LPC
Polvero
LPC
Polvero
LPC
Polvero
EC
Pucte Brown
TMPC
Sacluc Black-on-Orange
LPC
Sierra Red
LPC
Sierra Red
LPC
Sierra Red
LPC
Sierra Red
EC
Triunfo Striated
LPC/TMPC Zapote Striated
NID
NID
NID
NID
NID
NID
NID
NID
NID
NID
EC
Aguila
EC
Aguila
EC
Aguila
EC
Aguila
NID Unslipped
NID Unslipped
NID Unslipped
TMPC
Caramba?
TMPC
polychrome
TMPC
polychrome
NID Striated
NID Striated
NID Striated
LPC
Flor
NID Brown
NID Brown
NID Brown
NID Brown
NID Brown
NID Orange
NID Orange
NID Orange
NID Orange
NID Orange
439

5
5/6
1.1
0.0
5
5
5
0.0
2.1
0.0
4
2.2
0.0
2.1
0.0
1.1
2.1
5
5
5/6
0.0
1.1
1.3
2.1
2.2
2.3
4
4.2
5
5/6
2.1
2.3
4.1
5
0.0
5
5/6
3.5
2.1
4.3
0.0
5
5/6
2.3
0.0
1/5
5
5/6
6
0.0
2.1
2.3
5
1/5

19
25
1
1
1
1
3
1
1
2
1
2
1
2
7
3
1
4
1
2
37
1
2
5
1
2
1
1
10
4
1
2
1
2
9
4
2
1
1
1
7
11
12
1
1
1
20
1
1
2
1
1
6
2

204

NID Red
NID Red
Polvero
Polvero
Sierra
Sierra
Sierra
Sierra
Sierra
Sierra
Sierra
Sierra
Sierra
Sierra
Sierra
Zapote Striated
Zapote Striated
Zapote Striated
NID
NID
NID
NID
NID

5
2.3
5
2.1
0.0
1.3
1.4
2
2.1
2.3
4
4.7
5
8/10
8.2
0.0
5
5/6
0.0
2.1
2.2
5
5/6

15
1
15
1
6
1
1
2
2
8
1
1
24
2
1
13
17
27
14
1
1
14
4

263

537

NID Unslipped
NID Unslipped
NID Striated
NID Striated
NID Striated
Sierra
Sierra
Sierra
Zapote Striated
NID
NID
NID
NID
NID
NID

5/6
0.0
5/6
1/5
0.0
5
1.1
4/2
1/5
0.0
2
4.1
4.3
5
8.2

1
1
1
1
2
8
1
1
1
2
1
2
4
1
1

28

28

TMPC/EC NID Unslipped
NID Unslipped
NID Striated
NID Striated
NID Striated
TMPC/EC NID Red
LPC/TMPC Zapote Striated
LPC/TMPC Zapote Striated
LPC/TMPC Zapote Striated
NID
NID
NID
NID
EC
Aguila

0.0
5
0.0
5
5/6
2.3
0.0
1/5
5
0.0
2.1
2.3
5
4.5

6
2
4
1
1
1
1
1
1
8
2
2
1
2

LPC
LPC
LPC
LPC
LPC
LPC
LPC
LPC
LPC
LPC
LPC
LPC
LPC
LPC
LPC
LPC

ACH-1F-3-2

LPC/TMPC
LPC/TMPC
LPC/TMPC
LPC/TMPC

ACH-1F-4-1

ACH-1F-4-2

440

31

EC
EC

LPC/TMPC
EC
LPC/TMPC

ACH-1F-4-3

EC
EC

LPC/TMPC
LPC/TMPC

LPC/TMPC
LPC/TMPC
EC
EC
LPC/TMPC
LPC/TMPC

ACH-1F-4-4

EC
EC
EC
EC

Aguila
Aguila
NID Unslipped
NID Unslipped
NID Unslipped
NID Striated
NID Striated
NID Striated
NID Red
Polvero
Pucte
Zapote Striated
NID
NID
NID
NID
Aguila
Aguila
NID Unslipped
NID Unslipped
NID Unslipped
NID Unslipped
NID Striated
NID Striated
NID Striated
Flor
Flor
NID Brown
NID Brown
NID Orange
NID Orange
NID Orange
NID Red
NID Red
Sierra Red
Sierra Red
Triunfo Striated
Triunfo Striated
Zapote Striated
Zapote Striated
NID
NID
NID
NID
NID
NID
NID
NID
NID
Aguila
Aguila
Aguila
Aguila
NID Unslipped
441

0.0
5
5/6
1/5
0.0
0.0
1/5
5/6
0.0
5
2
5/6
0.0
4.2
5
6/5
2.8
5
0.0
1.1
5
5/6
0.0
5
5/6
2
5
2
0.0
0.0
5
1/2
0.0
5
1/4
0.0
5/6
5
5/6
5
0.0
2
2.1
2.2
2.3
4.1
4.3
4.5
5/6
5
0.0
4
2.1
1/5

1
1
2
1
3
3
1
3
3
1
1
1
6
1
2
1
1
1
5
1
4
6
4
8
11
1
2
2
2
2
1
1
5
4
1
3
3
1
2
1
12
2
3
1
2
2
1
2
1
4
2
1
1
1

33

98

TMPC
LPC/TMPC
LPC/TMPC

LPC/TMPC
LPC/TMPC

LPC/TMPC
LPC/TMPC
LPC/TMPC
EC
LPC/TMPC
LPC/TMPC
LPC/TMPC
LPC/TMPC
LPC/TMPC
LPC/TMPC
LPC/TMPC
LPC/TMPC

NID Unslipped
NID Unslipped
NID Unslipped
Sacluc?
Boxcay
Boxcay
NID Striated
NID Striated
NID Striated
Flor
Flor
NID Black
NID Black
NID Brown
NID Brown
NID Orange
NID Orange
NID Orange
NID Red
NID Red
NID Red
NID Red
NID Red
Polvero
Polvero
Polvero
Pucte
Sierra Red
Sierra Red
Sierra Red
Sierra Red
Sierra Red
Zapote Striated
Zapote Striated
Zapote Striated
NID
NID
NID
NID

442

0.0
5
5/6
2.1
5
2.3
0.0
5
5/6
1.3
5
5
2.8
0.0
5
5
0.0
4
1.2
0.0
5
1.1
5/6
5
0.0
2.1
5
0.0
2.1
2.3
3
5
0.0
5
5/6
0.0
2.1
4.1
5

1
11
2
1
3
1
14
13
6
1
3
6
1
2
7
15
10
1
1
5
8
1
1
8
1
1
1
5
1
3
1
6
10
63
13
13
2
1
34

286

448

Mary Jane Acuña

MARY JANE ACUÑA, PH.D.
mjacuna@wustl.edu / (512) 296-6675

EDUCATION
Washington University in Saint Louis, St. Louis MO
Ph.D. Anthropology
Washington University in Saint Louis, St. Louis MO
A.M. Anthropology
Southern Methodist University, Dallas, TX
PhD program in Anthropology
University of Texas at Austin
M.A. Latin American Studies.
Major: Pre-Columbian Art History
Minor: Colonial History of Latin America
Universidad de San Carlos de Guatemala
Licenciatura in Archaeology.

2013
2010
2007-2008
2007

2005

Languages: English, Spanish, and French

HONORS
Edward A. Bouchet Graduate Honor Society, life member, inducted March 31, 2012.

TEACHING EXPERIENCE
Instructor
SU 2012

University College, Arts & Sciences, Washington University in Saint Louis
ANTHRO 190B: Introduction to Archaeology (co-taught with Abigail C. Smith)

Teaching Assistant
2008-2013
Washington University in Saint Louis, Department of Anthropology, St. Louis, MO
ANTHRO 3351: The Ancient Maya: Archaeology and History (6 hrs teaching)
ANTHRO 160: Introduction to Cultural Anthropology
ANTHRO 190: Introduction to Archaeology (1 hr teaching)
ARC 200C: World Archaeology: Global Perspectives on the Past
ANTHRO 361: Culture and Environment
ANTHRO 204: Anthropology and the Modern World
ANTHRO 3691: Kill Assessment: An Investigation into Death, Genocide and
other forms of Violence (1 hr teaching)
2007-2008

Southern Methodist University, Dallas, TX
ANTH 3361: Language and Culture in Society (2 hrs teaching)
ANTH 3334: Fantastic Archaeology (3 hrs teaching)
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Guest Lecturer
2013
Bundling a Building: Art, Ideology, and Politics at the Late Preclassic site of El
Achiotal, Petén, Guatemala, The Ancient Maya, Archaeology and History, Anth
3351, Dept. of Anthropology, Washington University in St. Louis. Dr. David
Freidel, instructor.
2012
The Role of Climate Change in the “Collapse” of the Maya Civilization, Meltdown:
The Archaeology of Climate Change, Anth 379, Dept. of Anthropology,
Washington University in St. Louis. Dr. Tristram R. Kidder, instructor.
2011
The Development of Kingship at El Achiotal: A Preclassic Maya Royal Frontier
Center, Archaeology and History, Anth 3351, Dept. of Anthropology, Washington
University in St. Louis. Dr. David Freidel, instructor.
2009, 2010
The Ancient Maya, Archaeology and History: an example of archaeology. The
Ancient Maya, Archaeology and History, Anth 3351, Dept. of Anthropology,
Washington University in St. Louis. Dr. David Freidel, instructor.
2009
BONES and Archaeology. Introduction to Archaeology, Anth 190, Dept. of
Anthropology, Washington University in St. Louis. Dr. Darla Dale, instructor.
2009
An Urban Perspective on La Violencia in Guatemala. Kill Assessment: An
Investigation into Death, Genocide and other forms of Violence. Dept. of
Anthropology, Washington University in St. Louis. Dr. Derek Pardue, instructor.

FELLOWSHIPS, GRANTS, AWARDS RECEIVED
Graduate School of Arts & Sciences, Dissertation Fellowship
Washington University in St. Louis ($10,325)
Graduate School of Arts & Sciences, Research Supplementary Support
Washington University in St. Louis ($2,500)
Graduate School of Arts & Sciences, travel award
Washington University in St. Louis ($400)
Graduate School of Arts & Sciences, Summer Writing Fellowship
Washington University in St. Louis ($2,500)
Graduate School of Arts & Sciences, Research Supplementary Support
Washington University in St. Louis ($2,825)
National Science Foundation, Dissertation Improvement Grant ($19,639)
(BCS - 1016787)
Graduate School of Arts & Sciences, travel award
Washington University in St. Louis ($600)
Graduate School of Arts & Sciences, pre-dissertation funding
Washington University in St. Louis ($2,500)
National Geographic Society, Waitt Foundation Grant ($11,850)
Co-Investigator: “Preliminary Archaeological Investigation of
El Achiotal: A Preclassic Lowland Maya Site in Western Petén”
Joe R. and Teresa Lozano Long Graduate Fellowship
University of Texas at Austin ($12,000)
David Bruton, Jr., Graduate Fellowship
University of Texas at Austin ($1,000)
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FL2013
2013
2013
2012
2011
2010
2010
2009
2009
2005 – 2006
2006
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FIELD AND RESEARCH EXPERIENCE
El Tintal Archaeological Project, Petén, Guatemala
Project Director
La Corona Regional Archaeological Project
Field research and material culture analysis.
Field director at El Achiotal. Guatemala.
El Peru-Waka’ Archaeological Project (Guatemala)
Project Co-director (2009 – 2011)
Field research and material culture analysis.
Project administrative assistant (2003-2004)
Excavations at La Corona (2006)
Chengdu Plains Archaeological Survey Project
Dec. 15th, 2010 – Jan. 14th, 2011
Sichuan Province, China
Mesoamerican Archaeological Research Laboratory
at the University of Texas at Austin
Pottery Illustration
Piedras Negras Archaeological Project
Ceramic analysis and re-creation of site typology and
chronology. Guatemala.
Middle Motagua Archaeological Program
Excavation and mapping. Guatemala.
Archaeological Atlas of Guatemala
Excavation at site of Ucanal, Petén, Guatemala.
Ermita de la Cruz del Milagro, Antigua Guatemala
Archaeological salvage project
Colonial ceramic analysis
El Cortijo de las Flores Archaeological Project
Salvage excavations in Colonial Antigua Guatemala
Organización de los Derechos Humanos del Arzobispado
de Guatemala (ODHAG)
Laboratory work with human remains corresponding to the
conflict period in Guatemala for identification of individuals.

2013 - present
2008 - 2011
2003 - 2011

2010 – 2011

2005 – 2006
2000 – 2002
1998 – 2002
2001
1999
1999
1998

PUBLICATIONS
Peer Review
Acuña, Mary Jane
Accepted Royal Death, Tombs, and Cosmic Landscapes: Early Classic Maya Tomb Murals
from Rio Azul, Guatemala. In Maya Archaeology.
Book Contributions
Acuña, Mary Jane
In review El Achiotal: a frontier royal center in the Northwestern Petén, Guatemala. In
Pathways to Complexity: a View from the Maya Lowlands, edited by K. Brown and
G. Bey.

445

Mary Jane Acuña

Accepted Royal Alliances, Ritual Behavior, and the Abandonment of the Royal Couple Building
at El Perú-Waka’. In Ritual Behavior and Displays of Power at El Peru-Waka’, edited
by O. Navarro-Farr and M. Rich.
Conference Proceedings and other publications
Acuña, Mary Jane
2009
Paisajes Cosmológicos Mayas: Las Pinturas Murales de Río Azul. In XXII Simposio
de Investigaciones Arqueológicas en Guatemala (2008).
2008
Piedras Negras Entre los Años 350 a 550 d.C.: Un fragmento de su historia visto a
travéz de la cerámica. In Arqueología Guatemalteca Sept., pp. 18-20. Guatemala.
2007
Ancient Maya Cosmological Landscapes: Early Classic Mural Paintings at Río Azul,
Guatemala. Tesis de Maestría, Universidad de Texas en Austin. Disponible en
http://www.seiselt.com/gradstuds/maryjaneacuna/Pages/Acuna_MA%20Thesis%20
UT_Rio%20Azul%20Tombs.pdf
2005
La Cerámica del Clásico Temprano de Piedras Negras (350-550 d.C.). Tesis de
Licenciatura, Universidad de San Carlos de Guatemala. Available at
http://www.famsi.org/research/piedras_negras/pn_project/piedras_negras.htm
Acuña, Mary Jane; Carlos Chiriboga, Marcello Canuto and Tomás Berrientos
2010
El Período Preclásico en la Región Noroccidental de Petén: Datos recientes y
modelos interpretativos. In XXIII Simposio de Investigaciones Arqueológicas en
Guatemala (2009), edited by B. Arroyo, A. Linares and L. Paiz, pp. 39-52. Vol 1.
Asociación Tikal, Guatemala.
Acuña, Mary Jane; David A. Freidel and Juan Carlos Meléndez
2010
Conectando el Cielo y la Tierra: La Iconografía del Eje Vertical en Contextos
Funerarios. In XXIII Simposio de Investigaciones Arqueológicas en Guatemala
(2009), edited by B. Arroyo, A. Linares and L. Paiz, pp. 905-917. Asociación Tikal.
Acuña, Mary Jane; Boris Beltrán, Edwin Román and Dámaris Menéndez
2002
Evidencia del Desarrollo Doméstico en el Grupo D de La Vega del Cobán, cuenca
media del río Motagua, Teculután, Zacapa”. In XV Simposio de Investigaciones
Arqueológicas en Guatemala (2001), Vol. 2, pp. 665-672. Edited by Juan Pedro
Laporte, Héctor Escobedo and Bárbara Arroyo. Museo Nacional de Arqueología y
Etnología de Guatemala.
Canuto, Marcello; Carlos Chiriboga, Mary Jane Acuña and Damien Marken
2011
Siguiendo las Huellas del Reino Kan: Estudios regionales y definición de rutas de
comunicación en el Noroccidente de Petén. In XXIV Simposio de Investigaciones
Arqueologicas en Guatemala, editado por B. Arroyo, L. Paiz, A. Linares. Guatemala:
Ministerio de Cultura y Deportes, Asociacion Tikal.
Muñoz, René; Mary Jane Acuña and Griselda Pérez
2002
Del Preclásico al Clásico Temprano: La Cerámica de Piedras Negras. In Utz’ib Vol.
3, No. 3, pp. 1-11. Asociación Tikal, Guatemala.

TECHNICAL REPORTS
Acuña, Mary Jane (editor)
2011
Proyecto Arqueológico El Perú-Waka’: Informe No. 9, Temporada 2011. Report
submitted to the Institute of History and Anthropology of Guatemala.
2010
Proyecto Arqueológico El Perú-Waka’: Informe No. 8, Temporada 2010. Report
submitted to the Institute of Anthropology and History of Guatemala.
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Acuña, Mary Jane
2012
Investigación Arqueológica en El Achiotal: Continuación de las Excavaciones en la
Estructura 5C-01. In Proyecto Arqueológico Regional La Corona, temporada 2011.
Edited by T. Barrientos, M. Canuto and J. Ponce, pp. 59-108. Report submitted to
the Institute of Anthropology and History of Guatemala.
2011
Investigaciones en el Sitio Arqueológico El Achiotal. In Proyecto Arqueológico
Regional La Corona, temporada 2010. Edited by T. Barrientos, M. Canuto and M.J.
Acuña, pp. 43-45. Report submitted to the Institute of Anthropology and History of
Guatemala.
2011
Excavaciones en la Estructura 5C-01 de El Achiotal. Proyecto Arqueológico
Regional La Corona, temporada 2008. Edited by T. Barrientos, M. Canuto and M.J.
Acuña, pp. 47-81. Report submitted to the Institute of Anthropology and History of
Guatemala.
2009
Limpieza de Trinchera de Saqueo en la Estructura 13R-9. In Proyecto Arqueológico
Regional La Corona, temporada 2008. Edited by T. Barrientos and M. Canuto, pp.
109-128. Report submitted to the Institute of Anthropology and History of
Guatemala.
2006
WKCR: Excavaciones de Sondeo en los Grupos A, B y C de La Corona. In Proyecto
Arqueológico El Perú-Waka’ . Report No. 4, 2006 Season. Edited by D. Freidel and
H. L. Escobedo, pp. 457-477. Report submitted to the Institute of Anthropology and
History of Guatemala. Also available at:
http://www.mesoweb.com/resources/informes/Waka2006.html
2005
WK-02: Excavaciones en la Estructura M12-35. In Proyecto Arqueológico El PerúWaka’ . Report No. 2, 2004 Season. Edited by D. Freidel and H. L. Escobedo, pp.
37-60. Report submitted to the Institute of Anthropology and History of Guatemala.
Also available at: http://www.mesoweb.com/resources/informes/Waka2004.html
2001
Excavaciones en la Estructura 2B del Grupo D del sitio La Vega del Cobán,
Teculután, Zacapa. In Programa de Arqueología del Motagua Medio, June and
November 2000 Season, Report #7 submitted to the Institute of Anthropology and
History of Guatemala.
Acuña, Mary Jane y Carlos Chiriboga
2010
Exploración Arqueológica en el Sitio Arqueológico El Achiotal. In Proyecto
Arqueológico Regional La Corona, temporada 2009. Edited by T. Barrientos and M.
Canuto, pp. 201-254. Report submitted to the Institute of Anthropology and History of
Guatemala.
Escobedo, Héctor and Mary Jane Acuña
2004
WK-02: Excavaciones en la Estructura M12-35. In Proyecto Arqueológico El PerúWaka’. Report No. 1, 2003 Season. Edited by D. Freidel and H. L. Escobedo, pp.
43-70. Report submitted to the Institute of Anthropology and History of Guatemala.
Also available at: http://www.mesoweb.com/resources/informes/Waka2003.html
Freidel, David and Mary Jane Acuña
2011
Introducción, Paisaje Natural, Paisaje Urbano y Cosmografía: Investigación
Arqueológica en El Perú-Waka’ en 2011. In Proyecto Arqueológico El Perú-Waka’:
Informe No. 9, Temporada 2011. Edited by M.J. Acuña, pp. 1-4. Report submitted to
the Institute of Anthropology and History of Guatemala.
Paredes, Héctor; Mary Jane Acuña and Dámaris Menéndez
2001
Excavaciones en el Grupo A del sitio Los Zanjones. In Investigaciones del Programa
de Arqueología del Motagua Medio, June and November 2000 Season, Report #7.
Rich, Michelle; David F. Lee and Mary Jane Acuña
2004
Procedimiento de Registro. In Proyecto Arqueológico El Perú-Waka’ 2003. Report
No. 1, 2003 Season. Edited by D. Freidel and H. L. Escobedo, pp. 7-12. Report
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submitted to the Institute of Anthropology and History of Guatemala. Also available
at: http://www.mesoweb.com/resources/informes/Waka2003.html
Romero, Luis A. and Mary Jane Acuña
1999
Excavaciones en el Sitio Arqueológico La Reforma, Huité, Zacapa. In
Investigaciones del Programa de Arqueología del Motagua Medio, June 1999.
Report #6 submitted to the Institute of Anthropology and History of Guatemala.
1998
Excavaciones en el Municipio de Huité, Zacapa. In Investigaciones del Programa de
Arqueología del Motagua Medio, November-Dicember 1998. Report #5 submitted to
the Institute of Anthropology and History of Guatemala.

CONFERENCE AND COLLOQUIA PRESENTATIONS
2013
2013
2013
2013
2012
2012

2011
2010
2010
2010
2009
2009

2009

“Late Preclassic Geopolitics in Northern Petén, Guatemala: Evidence from the Ancient
Maya Site of El Achiotal.” Paper presented at the 112th Annual Meeting of the American
Anthropological Association, November 20-24, Chicago, IL.
“An Ancient Maya Bundle House on an Interaction Route: Iconographic Evidence from
the Late Preclassic Frontier Center of El Achiotal.” Paper presented at the 46th Annual
Chacmool Archaeology Conference, November 7-9, Calgary, Canada.
“Tunneling into the Past: Excavations at the Preclassic Maya site of El Achiotal, Petén,
Guatemala.” Friday Archaeology, Dept. of Anthropology, April 19, WUSTL.
“Bundling a Building: Art, Ideology, and Politics at El Achiotal, Petén, Guatemala, in the
Late Preclassic Period (250 BCE – 250 CE).” Paper presented at the 78th Annual
Meeting of the Society for American Archaeology, April 3-7, Honolulu, HI.
“Ancient Maya Sacred Landscapes: Shaping Cities with Mythological Narrative.” Friday
Archaeology, April 8, Dept. of Anthropology, WUSTL.
“Political Ideologies and Emerging States: Archaeological Evidence from an Ancient
Maya Royal Frontier Center.” Paper presented at the 9th Annual Yale Bouchet
Conference on Diversity in Graduate Education. Yale Graduate School of Arts and
Sciences, March 30-31, New Haven, CT.
“El Desarrollo de un Linaje Real en el Sitio Preclásico de El Achiotal en el Noroccidente
de El Petén.” Paper presented at the XXV Simposio de Investigaciones
Arqueológicas de Guatemala. Guatemala.
“Results from the 2010 Season at El Achiotal: A Preclassic (1200 BCE – 250 CE) Maya
Royal Frontier Center in Northwestern Guatemala.” Friday Archaeology, Dept. of
Anthropology, Nov. 5, WUSTL.
“Identifying Early Maya Kingship in the Preclassic Period (1200 BCE – 250 CE).” Latin
American Colloquium, Sept. 28, WUSTL.
“Frontier sites in the Maya Lowlands: New Preclassic evidence from El Achiotal in
Western Petén, Guatemala.” Paper presented at the 75th Annual Meeting of the Society
for American Archaeology. Saint Louis, MO.
“Archaeological Research at El Achiotal: a Preclassic frontier center in northwestern
Petén, Guatemala.” Friday Archaeology, Dept. of Anthropology, WUSTL.
“El Período Preclásico en la Región Noroccidental del Petén: Datos recientes y modelos
interpretativos.” (MJ Acuña, C. Chiriboga, M. Canuto, and T. Barrientos). Paper
presented at the XXIII Simposio de Investigaciones Arqueológicas de Guatemala.
Guatemala.
“Conectando el Cielo y la Tierra: La Iconografía del Eje Vertical en Contextos
Funerarios.” (MJ Acuña, D. Freidel, JC Meléndez). Paper presented at the XXIII
Simposio de Investigaciones Arqueológicas de Guatemala. Guatemala.
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2008
2008
2007
2007
2005
2005
2003
2002
2001

“Ancient Maya Cosmological Landscapes: Early Classic Mural Paintings from Rio Azul,
Guatemala.” Friday Archaeology, Dept. of Anthropology, WUSTL. Also presented at
Cahokia Mounds Museum Society Lecture Series.
“Paisajes Cosmológicos Mayas: Las Pinturas Murales de Río Azul.” Paper presented at
the XXII Simposio de Investigaciones Arqueológicas de Guatemala. Guatemala.
“The Royal Couple Building at El Perú-Waka’.” Paper presented at the 72nd Annual
Meeting of the Society for American Archaeology. Austin, TX.
“Ritual and Remembrance at the Northwest Palace Complex, El Perú-Waka’.” (D. F.
Lee, J. Piehl, L. Gámez, M. J. Acuña, and V. Matute). Paper presented at the 72nd
Annual Meeting of the Society for American Archaeology. Austin, TX.
“Period Ending: Ritual Termination at El Perú-Waka’.” (O. Farr, A. L. Arroyave, M. J.
Acuna, J. Piehl, and S. Guenter). Paper presented at the 104th Annual Meeting of the
American Anthropological Association. Washington, D.C.
“Excavation of a Queen’s Tomb at Structure L11-38, El Perú-Waka’.” (D. F. Lee, J. C.
Piehl, M. J. Acuna, and V. Matute). Paper presented at the 104th Annual Meeting of the
American Anthropological Association. Washington, D.C.
“El Preclásico Terminal en Piedras Negras: La Cerámica de la Fase Pom.”
(A. R. Muñoz, M. J. Acuña, and G. Pérez). Paper presented at the XVII Simposio de
Investigaciones Arqueológicas de Guatemala. Guatemala.
“Del Preclásico al Clásico Temprano en Piedras Negras.” (A. R. Muñoz, M. J. Acuña,
and G. Pérez). Paper presented at the XVI Simposio de Investigaciones Arqueológicas
de Guatemala. Guatemala.
“Desarrollo Cultural en el Grupo D del Sitio Arqueológico La Vega del Cobán, Teculután,
Zacapa.” (M. J. Acuña, B. Beltrán, and D. Menéndez). Paper presented at the XV
Simposio de Investigaciones Arqueológicas de Guatemala. Guatemala.

OTHER CONFERENCES AND SEMINARS ATTENDED
2003
2001
1998

“Archaeological Investigations in Petén, Guatemala: The Waka’ Proposal.”
Short seminar at the School of American Research, December 2003. Santa Fe, NM
“La Industria de la Lítica en las Tierras Bajas Mayas.” Organized by María Elena Ruíz
Alvarez, MA.
“Foro Estudiantil Latinoamericano de Antropología, Arqueología e Historia (FELAAH).”
September 1998. Mexico City.

ASSOCIATIONS AND MEMBERSHIPS
•
•
•
•

Colegio de Humanidades de Guatemala, Colegiado No. 13534
Society for American Archaeology.
American Anthropological Association.
Lambda Alpha. Beta of Missouri.

449

Mary Jane Acuña

UNIVERSITY SERVICE
SU 2012
SP 2012

Graduate Student Mentor. WUSTL Summer Research Early Identification
Program, Leadership Alliance. Office of the Vice Provost Washington University
in St. Louis
Panel discussion “PhD Education at Washington University in St. Louis,”
organized for the WU Board of Trustees Research-Graduate Affairs Committee.

	
  
OTHER PROJECTS
2008

Arqueología Guatemalteca Magazine. Editorial Committee.
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